THE DEVELOPMENT AND ANALYSIS OF
INNOVATIVE IMAGE MAKING PROCESSES IN
ABSTRACT PAINTING

A thesis submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirement for the
award of the degree

DOCTOR OF CREATIVE ARTS
From
UNIVERSITY OF WOLLONGONG
By
WILLIAM MILLWARD MA(HONS);CERT ED.
FACULTY OF CREATIVE ARTS
2003

1

CERTIFICATION
I, William H. Millward, declare that this thesis, submitted in partial fulfilment of the
requirements for the award of Doctor of Creative Arts, in the Faculty of Creative Arts,
University of Wollongong, is wholly my own work unless otherwise referenced or
acknowledged. The document has not been submitted for qualification at any other
academic institution.

William H. Millward
10 November 2003

2

TABLE OF CONTENTS

ABSTRACT ................................................................................................................................................... 4
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS.......................................................................................................................... 6
INTRODUCTION......................................................................................................................................... 7
Thesis structure.................................................................................................................................... 11
CHAPTER 1 ................................................................................................................................................ 13
AN OVERVIEW OF MODERNISM AND POSTMODERNISM ........................................................................... 13
Modernism ........................................................................................................................................... 13
Postmodernism .................................................................................................................................... 18
Conclusion ........................................................................................................................................... 22
CHAPTER 2 ................................................................................................................................................ 23
THE DEVELOPMENT OF FORMALISM ......................................................................................................... 23
Introduction ......................................................................................................................................... 23
The Beginnings of Formalism ............................................................................................................. 24
Roger Fry (1866 – 1934)..................................................................................................................... 25
Clive Bell (1881 – 1964) ..................................................................................................................... 27
Clement Greenberg (1909 – 1994) ..................................................................................................... 30
Abstract Painters ................................................................................................................................. 33
Robert Motherwell (1912 – 1991)....................................................................................................... 33
Mark Rothko (1903 – 1970) ................................................................................................................ 35
Patrick Heron (1920 – 1999) .............................................................................................................. 38
Conclusion ........................................................................................................................................... 41
CHAPTER 3 ................................................................................................................................................ 43

1

CRITICISM OF FORMALISM ........................................................................................................................ 43
Introduction ......................................................................................................................................... 43
Content and meaning........................................................................................................................... 46
The question of originality .................................................................................................................. 51
The role of the individual .................................................................................................................... 53
The ‘post’ postmodern reappraisal of formalism ............................................................................... 57
Conclusion ........................................................................................................................................... 58
CHAPTER 4 ................................................................................................................................................ 60
THE ECHOES SERIES 2000......................................................................................................................... 60
Introduction ......................................................................................................................................... 60
The Echoes Series 2000....................................................................................................................... 62
Making Connections............................................................................................................................ 68
Conclusion ........................................................................................................................................... 77
CHAPTER 5 ................................................................................................................................................ 79
EMERGING DISCOURSES 2001-2002 ......................................................................................................... 79
Introduction ......................................................................................................................................... 79
Emerging Discourses 2001-2002........................................................................................................ 81
Originality and repetition.................................................................................................................... 86
The importance of spontaneity ............................................................................................................ 87
Making Connections............................................................................................................................ 91
Evaluating the Product........................................................................................................................ 94
Conclusion ........................................................................................................................................... 98
CHAPTER 6 .............................................................................................................................................. 101
THE INTEGRITY OF THE METHOD OF PRODUCTION .................................................................................. 101
Introduction ....................................................................................................................................... 101
The expressive mark .......................................................................................................................... 104
Disconnecting from the expressive mark .......................................................................................... 105
The integrity of the process ............................................................................................................... 109

2

Conclusion ......................................................................................................................................... 116
CONCLUSION.......................................................................................................................................... 118
Summary ............................................................................................................................................ 118
The role of abstract painting now and in the future ......................................................................... 119
REFERENCE LIST .................................................................................................................................. 124
LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS ................................................................................................................... 130

3

Abstract
For this study, two series of abstract paintings have been produced, each demonstrating
a distinctive and different working process. The analysis of these methods forms the
catalyst and the main focus in the argument for a reappraisal of formalist theory within
contemporary art practice. The working methods establish a significant departure from
the conventions of painting influenced by formalist theory and culminating in the New
York school of Abstract Expressionists in the middle of the twentieth century, where the
expressive mark or gesture made by the artist was of paramount value. Instead, methods
that provide for a disconnection from the expressive mark have been developed; such as
a ‘press and release’ technique similar to mono-printing; and a method that involves the
movement of the canvas support rather than the expressive movement of the hand or
arm of the maker.

Formalism became the dominant theory in western visual arts in the middle of the
twentieth century but for the past forty years has been seriously challenged by
postmodern artists, critics and theorists. An historical background of formalism
articulated by Roger Fry (1909; 1920), Clive Bell (1958) and Clement Greenberg (1939;
1940; 1960; 1961) is presented together with a critique of formalist thought by Suzi
Gablik (1991; 2001), Rosalind Krauss (1981; 1993), and Thomas McEvilley (1990;
1993; 1996). The methods that have been developed in the production of the paintings,
and how they relate to the issues raised in the analysis of formalism are discussed. In
particular, issues relating to the role of the individual as painter, the disconnection from
the expressive mark, and the content and meaning within the work are examined. The
contrasting working methods of Irish American artist Sean Scully (b.1945) and German
artist Gerhard Richter (b.1932) are used to illustrate this examination. A more
4

moderate approach to formalism rather than the exclusive and extreme position held by
Greenberg is proposed, one that still focuses on the formal qualities of the work as a
primary consideration in the making and evaluation, but acknowledging other
influences within the process of production, which in turn influence the reading of the
final work.

Many artists such as Mark Rothko (1952), Robert Motherwell (1982) and Howard
Hodgkin (1996) have identified the retention of integrity as an essential quality within a
painting. Jacques Maritain (1943; 1953) has presented an analysis of how truth and
honesty is embedded in painting, but most writers and scholars have largely ignored
him. By utilising his arguments, it is argued here that the integrity of the method of
production is a vital characteristic in the evaluation of a painting and this thesis explores
how it can be ‘corrupted’ as well as retained.

The significance of this body of work is that it extends the range of methods of image
making within the field of abstract painting, particularly those that do not involve the
expressive mark of the maker. Furthermore, it addresses the issue of integrity within the
method of production in the visual arts, which is largely neglected in current literature.
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Introduction
This thesis documents and investigates the distinctive and innovative processes that
have been developed in making the two series of abstract paintings Echoes 2000-2002
(Figs. 33 - 48) and Emerging Discourse 2001-2002 (Figs. 49 - 69) submitted for
examination and exhibited at the FCA Gallery at UOW in February and March 2003.

The working methods that have been developed establish a significant departure from
the conventions of western painting where the direct expressive mark or gesture of the
artist is of paramount value. Instead, methods that involve a disconnection from the
direct expressive application of a medium and embody a more anonymous attribute
have been developed. The rationale for developing such processes is explored through
an examination of formalist theories in abstract painting during the period of modernity
and the subsequent rebuttal of the formalist position within postmodern thinking. I
position my own art practice between modernism and postmodernism because it does
not sit easily within the conventional understanding of modernism, but neither can it be
seen as representative of the postmodern discourse.

The significance of positioning my practice in this way supports the argument for a reappraisal of formalism within contemporary art discourse and affirms the role of
abstract painting as a valued contributor to contemporary art practice. What is emerging
is a moderate type of formalism that is manifest in the work of artists such as Shirley
Kaneda. Kaneda is an abstract painter living in New York who recognises a debt to
feminist and postmodern theories in dismantling the restrictions that occurred as a
7

consequence of Clement Greenberg’s (1909 – 1994) formalist theories within
modernism. While still placing her art practice within the domain of formalism, she
asserts that her work addresses the notion of fragmentation and promotes such themes
as the decorative, beauty, fluidity and diversity rather than the heroic, the aggressive,
the optical, and the rational, that used to be associated with the masculine (Fig. 1). It is
interesting to note her claims that “some feminists and postmodernists seemingly cannot
get beyond abstract painting’s association with modernism and formalism and tend to
privilege more conceptual or mimetic forms of representation”(Kaneda 1999, p.19).
Kaneda thus demonstrates that one of the opportunities for abstract painting within a
postmodern world is to reassert the value of producing a static object for contemplation.
She identifies the challenge that requires artists and theorists to extend the boundaries of
formalism that was espoused in the middle of the twentieth century.

Further evidence that supports a re-appraisal of formalism is the continued art practice
of artists such as Helen Frankenthaler (b. 1928), Kenneth Noland (b. 1924), Jules
Olitski (b. 1922) and Larry Poons (b.1937) who were closely associated with the ideals
of modernism in the middle of the twentieth century. The New York based curator and
critic Karen Wilkin notes that commercial galleries and some of the alternative art press
are currently reviewing these abstract painters. She describes how they are dealing with
“illusionism, reference and even narrative”(Wilkin 2001 p.111) whilst remaining
dedicated to the formalist principles that determined their work in their earlier years.
Wilkin concludes her article by suggesting that “modernist abstraction can also be about
inclusiveness [and] It’s time to question our assumptions about modernism and perhaps
the nature of abstraction itself” (Wilkin 2001 p.159). Consequently, I submit that this
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thesis contributes to the reappraisal of formalist theory and practice through an
examination and analysis of the methods of image making that I have developed.

The significance of this body of work is that it not only extends the range of image
making methods within painting, but also identifies how the integrity of the methods of
production can be retained, and I argue that the integrity of the method of production is
a vital characteristic in the evaluation of abstract paintings. I address issues related to
the individual and in particular how the expressive mark of the artist is perceived to
transmit certain qualities and values to a painting. I discuss how integrity is expressed
and manifest within the process of painting and establish how methods that utilise the
expressive brushstroke and gesture can be corrupted. Finally I establish how the
integrity of the working methods that I have developed is retained within my art
practice.

The decision to make paintings at the beginning of the twenty-first century is a reaction
and response to living within a postmodern society. In every aspect of our lives we are
confronted by multiple possibilities from which we have to make choices; there is so
much information readily available and so much knowledge that it is sometimes
overwhelming. It is becoming increasingly difficult to try to keep abreast of current
issues that impact on our daily lives as well as keep informed about areas of interest and
fulfil social, family and professional responsibilities. Consequently, I want to produce
static objects that offer some reprise from the constant bombardment of moving images
that assault our visual senses daily and the hectic lifestyles that so many people
experience, and as the contemporary Irish-American painter Sean Scully (b.1945) has
said, “Painting has a unique potential to stop time and compact feelings and
9

experiences” (Scully 1999). By comparison, the contemporary American writer and
critic Suzi Gablik (1991), identifies and advocates art that has social responsibilities
different from the modernist painting that was self-referential and egocentric. She is
critical of the ‘objects’ produced during the aesthetics of modernism claiming that they
were commodified and placed in ‘ivory towers’, which made them irrelevant to the
general public. Gablik presents a powerful argument that is hard to dismiss, and when I
reflect on the issues of poverty, hunger and conflict that affect millions of people on this
planet as well as the enormous environmental problems that exist, the decision to
engage in a practice such as mine not only seems insensitive and elitist, but totally
insignificant. However, through an examination of my current art practice, and those of
practicing artists such as Scully and the contemporary German painter Gerhard Richter
(b.1932), I argue that to engage in the production of real tangible artworks that allow for
quiet contemplation as a foil for much of the virtual manifestations of art currently
being produced is a valuable activity, and re-affirms the relevance of abstract painting
within contemporary society.1

In 1988 Richter made a gloomy comment on the state of art stating that, “Art is
wretched, cynical, helpless, confusing – a mirror-image of our own spiritual
impoverishment, our state of forsakenness and loss. We have lost the great ideas, the
Utopias; we have lost all faith, everything that creates meaning” (Richter 1995 p.171).
Gablik does not disagree with this, but attributes modernism’s valuing of the autonomy
of art, the pursuit of purity and the romantic disengaging stance of the artist from

1

I recognise that Australia and New Zealand have a long and established tradition in abstract painting;
however, the main references within this study come from Europe and the USA because of the breadth of
literature from these sources that are pertinent to the issues discussed here.
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society that has led to a belief structure that has blocked both psychological and spiritual
development. She is optimistic about art that has social and environmental
responsibilities, and presents a powerful and inspirational argument for the need for
artists to emphasize “our essential interconnectedness rather than our separateness”
(Gablik 1991 p. 5). Thus, she is particularly critical of the modernist ideal of the artist as
isolated from society and the romanticising of the artist as a rebel, and I refer to her
arguments throughout the thesis, not to undermine my position as a painter of abstract
images, but to help position my art practice within the context of contemporary art
discourse.

Thesis structure
Chapter one provides an overview of modernism and postmodernism in order to provide
the foundation for locating my art practice within contemporary art practice. Within the
outline of modernism is a focus on the development of abstract painting as a significant
mode of expression whereas the outline of postmodernism highlights the more
pluralistic contemporary environment.

Chapter two outlines the development of formalism as a theory within the visual arts
during the era of modernism from the philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724 – 1804) to
Greenberg and establishes the principles that determine the evolution of my art practice.
It documents comments by artists, Robert Motherwell (1912 – 1991), Mark Rothko
(1903 – 1970) and Patrick Heron (1920 – 1999) to illustrate the practical aspects of
formalism within their art practice as well as my own.

Chapter three documents and examines some of the criticism of formalism as articulated
11

by Rosalind Krauss (1981; 1993), Thomas McEvilley (1990; 1993; 1996), Frederic
Jameson (1984) and Suzi Gablik (1991; 2001). In particular, it covers the question of
originality; the role of the individual; content and meaning within the artwork; and
provides the basis for an understanding of the image making processes that have been
developed within my art practice.

Chapter four describes the different method of image making I have used in the
production of the Echoes 2000 - 2002 series of paintings. The emphasis is on a more
anonymous process that disconnects from the expressive mark that was so valued within
formalist discourse. The content inherent in the images, together with interpretation
within a social context is explored.

Chapter five describes the method of image making in the Emerging Discourse 2002 –
2002 series that is different to that developed in the Echoes series. Links to formalist
considerations are made, but through an examination of the disconnecting methods
within the process of production, together with an evaluation of the works, links are also
made with the postmodern discourse.

Chapter six focuses on issues related to the individual, in particular how the expressive
mark within painting is perceived to transmit certain qualities and values. I argue that
the integrity of the method of production is a vital characteristic in the evaluation of
abstract painting. I discuss how integrity is expressed and manifest within the process of
painting and establish how methods that utilise the expressive brushstroke and gesture
can be corrupted. Finally, I discuss how the working methods I have developed in my
own art practice retain the integrity of the process.
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Chapter 1
An Overview of Modernism and Postmodernism
This chapter provides an overview of modernism and postmodernism in order to
provide the foundation and context for locating my art practice within contemporary art
discourse. Within the framework of modernism is a focus on the development of
abstract painting as a significant mode of expression, whereas the outline of
postmodernism highlights the more pluralistic contemporary environment.

Modernism
Some historians have suggested that modernism has its roots in the Renaissance (Barzun
1975; Jenks 1989; McEvilley 1996), but acknowledge that the period following the
French revolution and the industrialisation of western society is the era most commonly
associated with the term. Thomas McEvilley is an American writer who has made a
significant contribution to art discourse over the past twenty years and describes
modernism as an ideology “characterised by the concepts of the hierarchy and the
centre-and-periphery” (McEvilley 1996, p.122), which was essentially Eurocentric. He
claims that the most obvious characteristic was a belief in progress and that this
progress was leading to a better world.

Progress was achieved through a self-critical tendency and this is what defined
modernism within western civilisation according to the American art critic Clement
Greenberg (1909 – 1994). He declared that Immanuel Kant (1724 – 1804) was the first
real modernist because “he was the first to criticise the means itself of criticism”
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(Greenberg 1960 p.85). The French critic, historian and philosopher Michel Foucault
(1926 – 1984) also pointed to a distinct consciousness within modernism that began
with Kant and its concern for critical independence from all ‘external’ sources which
valued the autonomy of the individual subject (Tate 1997).

Modernism in the visual arts refers to the strategies that artists employed in dealing with
this new consciousness. Within the art practice of painting Greenberg (1960) saw the
self-critical approach as important in the evolution of the history of art. He insists that
modernist art developed out of the past in a continuum, it may have challenged and
sought new forms of expression, but the making of pictures involved making deliberate
choices within defined human limits. The American writer, Arthur Danto (1997), points
out that the new level of consciousness within modernism recognised that the mimetic
representational aspects of painting had become less important than some kind of
reflection on the means and methods of representation, which in turn led to more value
placed on personal interpretation.

The concern for the autonomy of the individual manifested itself in the autonomous
work of art. Suzi Gablik describes the characteristics of the typical ‘mythical’ modernist
artist as “the model of the egocentric, ‘separate’ self, whose perfection lies in absolute
independence from the world. Behind modernism itself lies the struggle for autonomy,
with its mystique of an autonomous art work” (Gablik 1991 p. 62). She adds that it was
manifest in a patriarchal model that saw the artist as “independent and in control of
things, impervious to the influence of others” (Gablik 1991 p. 62).

The focus of modernism within art was on the art itself. The plastic qualities of painting
were regarded by earlier realistic painters as negative qualities because the main aim
14

of their works was to be illuminative and descriptive, and this was done by the creation
of the illusion of space within the picture plane. However, it was the Impressionists who
valued the limitations of painting and made a virtue of them. The very fact that painting
was executed on a predetermined flat surface made it special and something to be
valued. Greenberg is one of many to declare that, “Manet’s paintings become the first
Modernist ones by virtue of the frankness with which they declared the surfaces on
which they were painted” (Greenberg 1960 p.86). He thus identifies that it is the flatness
of painting that makes it unique to pictorial art; consequently, modernist painting
focused on this as a primary quality, which in turn led towards abstraction and a focus
on the formal qualities of the work.

Abstract painting became the defining mode of artistic expression within modernism
and in particular within formalist thinking. The Phaidon Dictionary of Twentieth
Century Art defines abstract art as “an art devoid of figurative images that does not seek
to represent other visual experiences: it commands its own autonomous terms of
reference”. The genesis for this movement towards abstraction lay in the work of the
French Impressionists who challenged the doctrine of the established views of the
‘Academy’ and led to the belief in paintings that reflected the soul of the artist rather
than representing just what is seen. Paul Cezanne (1839 – 1906), and later the Cubism
of Pablo Picasso (1881 – 1973) and George Braque (1882 – 1963) helped to set the
scene for abstraction (Erickson 1995). McEvilley describes how western art entered the
domain of abstract art in order to “extend the mastery of representation from physical
nature to the sublime and the absolute” (McEvilley 1993 p.105). He claims that this was
typical of modernist thinking, which thought that the role of art was to force the way
towards the spiritual reconnection with nature. Abstract painting was thus perceived
15

to be the vehicle and the artist the ‘hero’ that led society towards some mythical
‘utopia’, ‘nirvana’, or ‘spiritual purity’, and the language surrounding abstraction
focused on its metaphysical and transcendental nature.

It is widely accepted that the Russian painter Wassily Kandinsky (1866 – 1944)
produced the first abstract paintings around 1910-1913 (Fig 2). This was prompted by
an observation of one of his paintings that had been hung upside down. Before
recognising what it was, he was struck by the beauty of the colours and forms, which
made him realise that the representation of objects in painting was unnecessary and may
in fact hamper the painting (Compagnon 1994). In his book Concerning the Spiritual in
Art first published in 1911, Kandinsky articulated his theories and linked painting to
music; “Colour is the keyboard, the eyes are the hammers, the soul is the piano with
many strings. The artist is the hand which plays, touching one key or another, to cause
vibrations in the soul” (Kandinsky 1947 p.45). This musical analogy acknowledges that
it is music that traditionally stirs the emotions in humans and is the most abstract of the
arts, but that painting also aspires to such achievements. Although initially Kandinsky
felt terrified at the prospect that painting might not represent anything, he eventually
came to the belief that the role of the artist was that of a prophet who produces images
that have a spiritual dimension and deals with the essence of painting (Compagnon
1994). Thus, what is characteristic of abstract painting is that it may be without a
subject but this does not mean that it is without meaning.

Piet Mondrian (1872 – 1944) and Kasimir Malevich (1878 – 1935) are amongst others
that made significant contributions to the development of paintings, which could form
links with the viewer’s spiritual or mental states without reference to the recognisable
16

material world (Figs 3 and 4). Mondrian, together with Theo van Doesburg (1883 –
1931) founded an artistic movement named De Stijl in 1917 which rejected the use of
subject matter and concentrated only on the elements of line, space and colour.
Frequently, it was the primary colours of red, blue and yellow that were used together
with black, white and grey composed in rectangular structures in order to achieve a
‘universal harmony’. This thinking was influenced by the Dutch philosopher M. J. H.
Schoenmaekers who postulated a universal consciousness that Mondrian regarded as the
source of all art (The Phaidon Dictionary of Twentieth Century Art 1973).

Once the act and process of painting itself became the main focus for the artist the need
for description and narrative content became unnecessary. Artists embraced abstraction
as a natural form of personal expression, and it is the focus on the individual as a maker
of art that each artist was concerned with. Abstract Expressionism became the dominant
art practice in the middle of the twentieth century and was characteristic of a passionate
gesture and freedom that embodied the personality of the artist. The act of creation was
seen as a unique and dramatic event where the record of the artist’s activity was still
evident. This meant that all the drips, smears and corrections that form the choices and
dilemmas of the artist are left visible for the viewer to witness and share (Hunter 1981).

Ultimately then modernist art became an end in itself with the aim of producing art of
quality, with high aesthetic value and excellence. Even though modernism included
such movements as dadaism, constructivism, and surrealism, it was abstract art that
came to represent the high ideals of modernism; and the accompanying formalist
theories initiated by Roger Fry (1866 – 1934) and Clive Bell (1881 – 1964) and
continued by Clement Greenberg became the dominate discourse.
17

Postmodernism
It is hard to precisely define postmodernism, and it is not within the scope of this thesis
to explore the evolving understanding of the term. The word is widely used in academic
discourses but its meaning is contestable. Adding to the complication is that the term
poststructuralism is often used interchangeably with postmodernism, although
poststructuralism has been interpreted by some authors as a subset of postmodernism.
Postmodernism seems to be concerned with social practice and social behaviour while
poststructuralism appears to be more concerned with abstract thought and language
(Larrain 1994).

Postmodernism has been defined as a negation of modernism. According to McEvilley
postmodernism “isn’t anything yet except for a possible premature claim of the end of
Modernism, a terrified recoiling back from the abyss of Modernist progress” (McEvilley
1996, p.126). He asserts that for some people it began with World War 1, but for others
especially those in Europe, it was the loss of faith that history was progressing towards
some form of Utopia that occurred as a consequence of World War 2. When the United
States of America stepped into world prominence at the end of World War 2 it ended
the dominance of Europe and accepted the ‘white man’s burden’. In the USA students
began to question the basic assumptions of every intellectual discipline and reflected the
growing political maturity that evolved from protests about the war in Vietnam
(Sandler). In Europe, a similar student revolution was occurring, particularly in 1968 in
France where much of the critical theories were being formed. The writings of
semiotician Roland Barthes (1915 – 1980), philosopher Jacques Derrida (b.1930),
historian Michel Foucault (1926 – 1984) psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan (1901 – 1981)
and Jean Baudrillard encouraged the questioning of established ‘truths’;
18

consequently, the high minded mission that characterised modernism was to be mocked
rather than revered (McEvilley 1996).

Charles Jenks gave a paper entitled What is Post-Modernism? at a conference in 1985
in which he stated that postmodernism was a “continuation of Modernism and its
transcendence” (Jenks 1989, p.7). He charts the use of the term ‘Post-Modernism’ from
the Spanish writer Federico De Onis in 1934 and Arnold Toynbee in 1938 through to
1960s literary critics such as Irving Howe and Harold Levine. However, he asserts that
it was the writer Leslie Feidler who used it repeatedly in the 1960s to describe the
various trends that made up the counter-culture and then Ihab Hassan and Jean-Francois
Lyotard in the 1970s that gave it currency in literature and philosophy.

Jenks’ writings have focused mainly on architecture and define postmodernism as:
double coding: the combination of Modern techniques with something else
(usually traditional building) in order for architecture to communicate with the
public and a concerned minority, usually other architects (Jenks 1989 p.14).
He claims that modern architecture did not communicate effectively with its ultimate
users nor did it make links with the city and history. He perceived a postmodern
architecture that was professionally based and had popular appeal as well as one that
used new techniques and referenced old styles. Jenks (1989) asserts that the same points
could be made about the visual arts and that the concern for content and subject matter
manifest in many postmodern works through allegory and narrative is comparable to
architects’ renewed concern for symbolism and meaning.

It is easier to describe some of the attributes and characteristics of postmodernism
19

within the visual arts than to try and define it. For example, postmodernism is
characterised by “permissiveness and the renunciation of criticism”(Compagnon 1994
p.126) and thus brings a tremendous amount of freedom for art practitioners. Most of
all, postmodernist artists have challenged the idealistic vision of modernist art and
claimed that rather than it representing the universal, it was in fact representative of the
middle-classes, the white heterosexual male and western cultural values. Instead
postmodern artists have stressed local, regional, and national character with a focus on
race, ethnicity, history, culture and current events (Sandler 1996).

Danto (1997) characterises art within postmodernism as being without any discernible
stylistic unity and would prefer to call it posthistorical art. As a consequence of the
inclusion of such wide influences the pluralistic nature of postmodern art thus became
united with mass culture, and art practices moved away from painting as a dominant
form of expression to one that was multidisciplinary and often transient. Furthermore,
the absence of direction is a defining characteristic that has become the norm (Danto
1997).

The cultural theories of Foucault, Derrida and Barthes amongst others not only
influenced literature and social theory, but also architecture and the visual arts as well.
Postmodernist art practices evolved as a response against the formalism exemplified in
the writings of Greenberg. Rather than focusing on what was within the frame, artists
began to look beyond the frame to the social, economic and political context in which
the art was formed. Consequently, art practices began to include other intellectual
disciplines and moved beyond the production of an object for aesthetic consideration
towards more conceptual works that were manifest in performance art and other non20

object based productions.

Feminism, post-structuralism and deconstruction theories questioned the dominance of
the lone male western artist producing the ‘heroic artwork’ and recognised the validity
of a multiplicity of art practices including feminist art, neo-expressionism and artworks
from ethnic minorities and other non-western cultures. An important forum for the
expression and promotion of postmodern theories within art was October founded in
1976 by Rosalind Krauss, Annette Michelson and Jermy Gilbert-Rolfe. With
contributions by Craig Ownens, Benjamin Buchloh, and others October became
influential not only because it challenged the terms of ‘quality’, ‘originality’,
‘authenticity’, and ‘transcendence’ that were cornerstones of the modernist discourse,
but also because of the promotion of new theories and art practices. Initially it was
artists such as Robert Smithson, Robert Morris, Carl Andre, Richard Serra, Sol LeWitt,
and Hans Haacke, who were supported, but later those that employed photography such
as Sherrie Levine, Robert Longo, Cindy Sherman, and Louise Lawler were embraced
and promoted (Sandler 1996).

Photography became a significant medium within postmodern art practices in order to
express concepts; for example, Sherrie Levine has used other artist’s images in the
construction of her own works to question the notion of originality. It also became vital
for recording events and experiences such as the land art of Robert Smithson, or the
performance works of Mike Parr. For Krauss photography became the defining medium
that characterised postmodernism because it often incorporated written text which
linked the visual with the verbal (Sandler 1996).
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The main focus of postmodern art practice has thus been more conceptual and based in
language rather than abstract painting. Performance art and installation art has become
the norm, and with the availability of new technologies art is now becoming
increasingly diverse more pluralistic and reflective of the electronic information age we
live in. However, despite the frequent claims that painting as an art form is dead, in the
1980s painters such as David Salle, Julian Schnabel Sigmar Polke and Gerhard Richter
re-affirmed the relevance of painting within the postmodern discourse.

Conclusion

This brief summary of the development of abstract painting within modernism
illustrates the founding principles that influence my art practice. Consequently, in the
next chapter I outline formalist theory and illustrate some of its principles through an
examination of the art practices of Mark Rothko (1903 – 1970), Robert Motherwell
(1915 – 1991) and Patrick Heron (1920 – 1999).

The summary of postmodernism presents the current and dominant perspective in the
visual arts. It provides the foundation for considering the arguments that emerged
condemning formalist thinking which are documented in Chapter Three. It also presents
the background for the development and analysis of the image making methods that I
have developed, which disconnect from the expressive mark of the maker, and which
are significant to this study.
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Chapter 2
The Development of Formalism
Introduction
In this chapter I examine the development of formalism as a theory within modernism
and illustrate some of its defining characteristics by documenting the ideas of
Motherwell, Rothko and Heron who worked within the style of abstract painting during
the height of modernism. The comments and descriptions they articulate reflect the
concerns and issues within my own art practice. What is demonstrated is the differences
between theorists or critics and those actually engaged in the practice of painting,
highlighting the difficulty in trying to locate any art practice within a theoretical
construct. However, an examination of formalist principles is useful in establishing the
theoretical basis that underpins my art practice.

In painting, formalism is used to describe the art practice that “emphasises the
autonomy or primacy of formal qualities … such as line, value, colour and
texture”(Grove Art), or a “certain arrangement of parts, a structure of elements, or a
global composition of elements of a work” (Dziemidok 1993, p.186).

Of all the different styles and movements within modernism it is formalism that came to
epitomise the high ideals of modernism. Formalism as we know it today evolved during
the late nineteenth century from such writings by Immanuel Kant (1724 – 1804) and
Conrad Fiedler (1841 – 1895). However, it is the writings of Roger Fry, Clive Bell and
later on Clement Greenberg that defined formalism as the pre-eminent characteristic of
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modernism, and these three authors’ perspectives are described in more detail.

The writer Johanna Drucker (1994) posits that formalism in painting has its origin in the
emphasis that Manet and other Impressionists had on the painterly surface and that it
was the writings and criticism of Emile Zola (1840 – 1902), Maurice Denis (1870 –
1943) and Stéphane Mallarmé (1842 – 1898) that advanced the move towards
abstraction. She argues that Zola established a fundamental premise of the formalist
line; that is, the autonomy of the visual object, when he validated and defended Manet’s
use of flat masses of colour that allowed the focus of the viewer to be on the physicality
of the paintings rather than on the imagery produced. She also quotes from Denis’ essay
Definition of Neotraditionism written in 1890 where he writes, “It is well to remember
that a picture – before being a battle horse, a nude woman, or some anecdote – is
essentially a plane surface covered with colours assembled to a certain order” (Denis,
cited in Drucker 1994 p.68). Thus, the focus of attention on the material qualities within
the frame of the painting became the foundation of formalist thinking and are still
critical in influencing the development of the images I have produced in the Echoes
2000 - 2002 series and the Emerging Discourses 2001 – 2002 series.

The Beginnings of Formalism
Immanuel Kant was a German philosopher of enormous significance and influence in
western thinking and is regarded as the first to establish aesthetics as a specific
discipline rather than a subordinate discipline within the area of logic. His Critique of
Judgement, published in 1790 has contributed much to the debate about aesthetics, in
particular, in the First Moment of the Judgement of Taste According to Quality within
the Analytic of the Beautiful when Kant wrote that “Taste is the faculty of judging of
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an object or a method of representing it by an entirely disinterested satisfaction or
dissatisfaction ” (Kant 1951 p.45) he implied that formal considerations are crucial in
the evaluation of a work of art and that other understandings of that work are secondary.
This is reinforced later when he wrote in the Third Moment, “In painting, sculpture, and
in all the formative arts … the delineation is the essential thing; and here it is not what
gratifies in sensation but what pleases by means of its form that is fundamental for
taste”(Kant 1951 p.61). He distinguished between the judgement of taste that is
dependent on our understanding of the purpose of the object being observed, and that
which is free of it and is thus untainted and ‘pure’. In the Third Moment he thus asserted
that “Beauty is the form of the purposiveness of an object, so far as this is perceived in
it without any representation of a purpose” (Kant 1951 p.73). Consequently, Kant’s
writings became the foundation from which later formalist theories were constructed.

The autonomy of the art object, which became so valued in modernism, can be traced
back to Conred Fiedler (1841 – 1895), another German philosopher who was influenced
by Kant (Groarke 1999). Fiedler identified artistic creation with perceptual experience
that is “an impartial, free activity, which serves no purpose beyond itself” (Fiedler, cited
in Groarke 1999 p. 64). He also argued that art that can be understood conceptually and
thus expressed in language cannot represent the essence of the artwork. Consequently,
Fiedler seems to dismiss the subject matter in representational work as irrelevant to the
aesthetic appreciation of a work of art.

Roger Fry (1866 – 1934)
Fry was an influential English theorist and critic who made a significant contribution to
the development of the visual arts in England through his promotion of the French
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Post-Impressionists who held exhibitions in London in 1910 and 1912. He wrote the
influential An Essay in Aesthetics which was first published in New Quarterly in 1909
and later reprinted in a collection of articles and essays entitled Vision and Design
published in 1920.

He encouraged the viewer of art to appreciate the artist’s delight in creating once given
the freedom from the constraints of good taste or correct thinking. He identified the
purpose and intention of the artist as an essential part of the overall aesthetic experience
so that the viewer can share in the understanding of the making process (Fry 1958 p.33).
Consequently, this provided the rationale for future expressionist forms of art and is still
pertinent to my art practice. For example, in A Summer Shower (Fig. 40) the portrait
configuration of the painting is divided into two parts by a broad band of active colour
and texture. At close proximity, it is the textural qualities of the image that dominate
and invite the viewer to question how they were created. The most common method of
producing a painting would leave the mark making easily identifiable, but because there
are no discernible brushmarks in this image the viewer has to decipher how the image
was executed. Once this examination is underway the viewer is engaged with the
painting and other liaisons and associations may consequently be formed.

Fry identified the qualities of ‘order’ and ‘variety’ as necessary within a painting to
enable the viewer to appreciate the work of art. He argued that unity is a main aspect of
order and then lists rhythm, mass, space, light and shade, and colour as the five
emotional elements of design used by the artist to arouse the viewers’ emotions beyond
the desire for order and variety. He concludes his essay by stating that:
We may, then, dispense once and for all with the idea of likeness to Nature, of
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correctness or incorrectness as a test, and consider only whether the emotional
elements inherent in natural form are adequately discovered (Fry 1958 p.39).
It is this focus on the formal elements and the composition of them to generate
emotional states within the viewer that makes Fry an important and influential figure
within the developing formalist art theory and practice, and in particular the
development of non-representational art during the first half of the twentieth century.
His arguments are fundamental to the development of the images in the Echoes and
Emerging Discourse series and is discussed more fully in Chapters Four and Five.

Clive Bell (1881 – 1964)
Bell met Fry in 1910 and shared similar interests in art. His book entitled Art published
in 1914 was enormously influential and has been reprinted many times.

Bell identified an aesthetic emotion as being a particular kind of emotion that is
provoked by works of visual art and sought to identify the quality that distinguishes
works of art from all other types of objects. He explained that lines and colours
combined in a particular way and “certain forms and relations of forms stir aesthetic
emotions. These relations and combinations of lines and colours, these aesthetic moving
forms, I call “Significant Form”; and “Significant Form” is the one quality common to
all works of art” (Bell 1958 p.17-18). Beyond identifying ‘significant form’ as an
essential quality, Bell does not say how an artist might achieve it in a painting other
than to suggest that there is an agreement that the composition and arrangement of the
elements “according to certain unknown and mysterious laws” (Bell 1958 p.19) provoke
an aesthetic emotion, and it is the role of the artist to compose the elements in such a
way as to provoke this emotion. He asserted that paintings that are merely descriptive
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or informative are not works of art because they do not provoke aesthetic emotion and
thus do not possess ‘significant form’.

The role he ascribed to artists provided the motivation for many artists to embark on a
practice that became a metaphysical or almost religious quest in the first half of the
twentieth century. There has been much written about works of art that provide, make or
inspire a spiritual connection; for example, with regards to his paintings entitled Elegy
to the Spanish Republic (Fig 5) painted between 1953 and 1954 the American artist
Robert Motherwell (1912 – 1991) asserted that:
There are quite a few people not liking abstract art who are moved by that
particular image. Therefore the image by definition has something that is
beyond or outside art; exactly what it is; I don’t know... There is something
about the Elegy pictures ... an explosive energy, cropping and compactness,
some kind of directness that is “beyond” painting, or to put it another way, is
something painting can do, and very rarely does (Motherwell, cited in Arnason
1982 pp.228-229)
The observation that Motherwell makes here provides an illustration of Bell’s point
relating not only to how the artist may construct an image but also how the viewer
responds to an image that has ‘significant form’. It also demonstrates the difficulty in
applying Bell’s theory to works of visual art: that is, one that tries to articulate in
language something that is beyond language.

Bell’s theory of art is very ‘black and white,’ there is no middle ground. With regards to
painting, to be a work of art the painting must possess ‘significant form’, if it does not
then it is not a work of art. Furthermore, the idea behind the painting or the information
it may communicate is irrelevant. These may affect the viewer but if the aesthetic
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emotions of the viewer are left untouched then the painting is merely a ‘descriptive
painting’. It is thus easy to understand how Bell’s theory was challenged and became
discredited particularly by the many conceptual artists that proliferated during the
second half of the twentieth century.

Bell argued that form, independent of content, was the most important element in a
work of art, and that, “To appreciate a work of art we need bring nothing but a sense of
form and colour and a knowledge of three-dimensional space” (Bell 1958, p.28). He
argued that the viewer who feels ‘pure aesthetic emotions’ will see the qualities within
the forms of a work of art that determine it as a work of art, while those without ‘pure
aesthetic emotions’ will seek to find some other meaning or make connections with
their own experience. It could be argued here that Bell was dividing the viewer into two
categories, which led to an elitist view of modern art practice, and in turn to the
alienation of much of the general public.

Not only did Bell assert that all that was needed to appreciate a work of art was
sensibility, but also that any knowledge of the artist was irrelevant. (Bell 1958 p.73).
Consequently, it is the ability to recognise if the painting has ‘significant form’ or not
that determines whether it is a work of art, and not any personal knowledge of the artist.
This links him closely to Kant and Fiedler who stressed the autonomy and the
‘disinterested’ nature of art.

Bell (1958) asserted that the subject matter within a painting is unimportant and it is the
composition of the formal elements that generates emotion. Artists from different
theoretical and stylistic backgrounds have also expressed that the subject matter is not
important within their work. For example, Jasper Johns (1996) valued the process
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within his art making and claimed he was producing paintings of things the mind
already knows about; Lichtenstein said he was not interested in knowing the ideas
behind a painting as he might not find them interesting (Waldman 1971); and Christo
maintained that the wrapping of the Reichstag was based on an aesthetic consideration
rather than political ideals (Gunn 1996). As for emotion in art, this can be expressed
through its content or through the manipulation of the medium by the artist.
Consequently, it is through the expressive arrangement of line, form and colour, and
through gestures that the American Abstract Expressionists painting in the middle of the
twentieth century produced aesthetic experiences and found a way to communicate their
emotional states to the viewers of their work.

Within my art practice, the organisation of the formal elements is the primary concern
and is manifest in both the Echoes and Emerging Discourses series. This clearly links
my practice with Bell’s theories; however, any emotion that is generated is primarily
due to the composition and quality of these elements rather than any expressive gesture
made by the hand in applying the medium. This extends the move away from the
expressive mark that was emerging in the works of Morris Louis (1912 – 1962) and
Helen Frankenthler (b.1928) and demonstrates a significant departure from the practice
of the majority of artists working within the domain of abstract painting. The
significance of this is explored in Chapters Four, Five and Six and supports the reappraisal of formalist thought within contemporary art discourse.

Clement Greenberg (1909 – 1994)
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Of all the modern art theorists that expound a formalist theory of art, Greenberg is
regarded as the most influential, in particular his article Modernist Painting first
published in Forum Lectures in 1960 became a defining text within the discourse of
modern art. He derived his understanding of aesthetic quality from Kant who claimed
that the aesthetic domain is autonomous and transcends social and moral considerations
(Sandler 1996). Like other formalist theorists he believed that aesthetic quality can only
be determined and experienced through personal experience and cannot be
communicated by word or demonstration (Greenberg 1993). However, he did not like
the term ‘formalism’ because, amongst other reasons, it assumes that form and content
can be distinguished for the purpose of discourse and argued that “Content is to be
dissolved so completely into form that the work of art or literature cannot be reduced in
whole or in part to anything not itself” (Greenberg 1961 p.6).

Greenberg (1961) dismissed any form of subject matter or content as irrelevant and
argued that any content that involved political or social issues or other concepts
contaminated the work and impeded its transcendental qualities. Susan Sontag offered
support by saying, “Whatever it may have been in the past, the idea of content is today
mainly a hindrance, a nuisance, a subtle or not so subtle philistinism” (Sontag 1966 p.5).
Greenberg (1961) claimed that a painting is valid for its own sake independent of other
influences or meanings. The focus was on the medium of paint and the organisation of
the formal elements such as texture, shape, colour and line which became the elements
that abstract painters became preoccupied with. He identified a link with artists working
in the Middle Ages who were able to focus on the qualities of the medium and other
formal considerations because the content of their work was determined in advance by
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those who commissioned the work, usually the church.

The greater emphasis on the formal aspects of the work consequently led to art attaining
a state of autonomy that was exemplified in abstract painting and had its corollary in
music. It was because music primarily communicated a sensation and was thus regarded
as an abstract art that painters were inspired to place greater emphasis on the materiality
of the paint and the process of painting. What defines paintings are their physical
properties and Greenberg thus asserted that the focus of attention of the viewer should
be on the formal elements of the work, and that its aesthetic qualities are universal and
transcendental. He thus proclaimed that, “The purely plastic or abstract qualities of the
work of art are the only ones that count” (Greenberg 1940 p. 32). The brushstroke itself
rather than what it represents was to be valued, but more importantly was the
recognition of the flatness of the surface of the painting.

For Greenberg, abstract art became the supreme form of artistic expression within
modernist art practice. He saw abstract art as an antidote for the society that placed great
emphasis on everything having a purpose or a reason for being. He claimed that art did
this by not providing any possibility for associations to be made with things that are
familiar, and that all that the viewer was left with was the shapes and colours presented
on a flat surface. In addition, the whole picture could be taken in at a glance giving a
sense of unity. Unity was regarded as the highest quality a picture possessed because of
its ability to move and control the visual imagination. He argued that it enabled the
viewer to “become all attention, which means that you become, for the moment, selfless
and in a sense entirely identified with the object of your attention” (Greenberg 1993
p.81). Thus, abstract painting became the vehicle that provided an opportunity for the
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viewer to experience quiet contemplation in the materialistic world of the USA in 1959
and achieve a transcendental experience. Consequently, my argument for re-establishing
abstract painting as a significant contributor to contemporary society is that it is able to
offer some reprise from the constant assault on our visual senses every day by new
media technologies.

Abstract Painters
Formalism in modern aesthetics was probably best represented in abstract painting that
centred around the American Abstract Expressionists in New York in the middle of the
twentieth century, and included Arshile Gorky (1905 – 1948), Jackson Pollock (1912 –
1956), Robert Motherwell (1912 – 1991), Hans Hofmann (1880 – 1966), Mark Rothko
(1903 – 1970), Cifford Still (1904 – 1980), Willem deKooning (1904 – 1997), Franz
Kline (1910 – 1962), Barnett Newman 1905 – 1970), and Philip Guston (1913 – 1980).
It was Pollock who came to personify the ‘heroic’ struggle of the artist towards some
‘sublime utopia’, and even though his process is more closely linked with my own art
practice because of the disconnection from the direct expressive mark of the maker, it is
the thoughts of Robert Motherwell, Mark Rothko and the English artist Patrick Heron
that I use to illustrate some of the main principles of formalist thinking. They have
articulated their positions very clearly and what becomes clear is the difficulty of trying
to place artists into certain theoretical categories. Although each one has been
categorised by critics as being associated with formalism, the comments documented
here suggest that they may adhere to some aspects of the formalist discourse but they
are also conscious of other elements within their work.

Robert Motherwell (1912 – 1991)
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Motherwell had a long and influential career in the visual arts as a painter, printmaker, a
maker of collages, a writer and an academic. Like many artists his painting style
evolved considerably over his life, but it is his series of more than 140 large paintings
that constitute the Elegy to the Spanish Republic series and relate to the Spanish Civil
War for which he is particularly renowned (Grove Art).

In focusing on the formal qualities of painting it was claimed that the viewer is able to
experience the painting itself. The role of the artist was to engage with the process of
painting and it is through the process of painting that Motherwell’s paintings evolved,
he allowed the painting to grow on the canvas rather than in his conscious mind. Here,
he describes the process talking about In Black and White No. 2 (Fig 6):
I realised that the picture had been painted over several times and radically
changed, in shape, balances, and weights. At one time it was too black, at one
time the rhythm of it was too regular, at one time there was not enough
variation in the geometry of the shapes. I realised there were about ten
thousand brush strokes in it, and that each brush stroke is a decision. It is not
only a decision of aesthetics - will this look more beautiful? - but a decision
that concerns the inner I: is it getting too heavy, or too light? It has to do with
one’s sense of sensuality: the surface is getting too coarse, or is not fluid
enough. It has to do with one’s sense of life: is it airy enough, or is it leaden? It
has to do with one’s own inner sense of weights: I happen to be a heavy,
clumsy, awkward man, and if something gets too airy, even though I might
admire it very much, it doesn’t feel like my self, my I (Motherwell 1983 p.12).
Motherwell thus clearly articulates the conscious thinking and reflection that is a part of
the creative process in the making of the painting, rather than one that completes a
painting that might already be formed in his mind. It also demonstrates that although the
main concerns are about the plastic qualities of the painting and the arrangement of
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the shapes, there are other issues relating to the individual that add another layer of
meaning.

Many artists shared the belief that the artist’s personality, philosophy, spirituality and
integrity is present and conveyed through their works of art, that painting is in essence
the artist’s handwriting. Motherwell for example, has said that:
You learn from Japanese calligraphy to let the hand take over... When the
viscosity is right, it is close to mindlessness, or to pure essences, with nothing
between your beingness and the external world. As though your beingness
were transmitted without intervention; so that you think of the hand as not
being yours. It is more what you unconsciously know than what you think
(Motherwell 1983 p. 23).
Here Motherwell illustrates that besides the conscious considerations given to the
developing painting, the process also requires a state of mind that permits unconscious
influences that reflect the nature of the individual artist to be manifest in the painting.
Such considerations are still relevant to some contemporary art practices and are
explored in the analysis of the image making methods that have been developed in
making the Echoes and Emerging Discourses series of paintings documented in
Chapters Four, Five and Six.

Mark Rothko (1903 – 1970)
Mark Rothko did not receive much formal art education but was influential during the
1940s and 1950s and has since become regarded as one of the key figures in twentieth
century art. His early work was very expressive in style and was influenced by
Surrealism and Carl Jung’s theories of the collective unconscious; however, his more
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mature work dating from 1947 began to focus on compositions of rectangular shapes
which influenced later colour field painters (Grove Art).

Within the process of making a painting Rothko believed that the artist had to have faith
in his/her own abilities to produce the ‘miracle’ that each painting is. With regards to his
earlier paintings prior to 1950 (Fig 7) he described the process of creating a painting
thus:
I think of my paintings as dramas; the shapes in the picture are the performers.
They have been created from the need for a group of actors who are able to
move dramatically without embarrassment and execute gestures without
shame. Neither the action nor the actors can be anticipated, or described in
advance. They begin as an unknown adventure in an unknown space. It is at the
moment of completion that in a flash of recognition, they are seen to have the
quality and function which was intended. Ideas and plans that existed in the
mind at the start were simply the doorways through which one left the world in
which they occur (Rothko, cited in Breslin 1993, p. 239).
Consequently, Rothko believed that shapes are unique elements in unique situations that
can interact and combine with each other to create imagery and compositions that do not
conform to existing visual phenomena in the material world. Thus, it is the drama that
evolves as shapes move and change within the frame of the painting that becomes a
mystery to the artist, but one that gradually materialises into a final image that is unique
to the artist (Breslin 1993).

Rothko’s paintings from his more mature stage (Fig 8) may appear simple in their
compositional structure but they are not simplistic. They encourage an engagement with
the works, but because there are no references to things in the material world, the
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viewer has to forge his/her own connections and interpretations, and as each one of us is
different we each take our own histories with us. In a letter co-signed by Adolph
Gottlieb to the New York Times, 13 June 1943 and reproduced in Waldman (1978) in
order to answer the criticism of their paintings, Rothko listed five points that
demonstrated some of their aesthetic beliefs. The fourth point said that:
We favour the simple expression of the complex thought. We are for large
shape because it has the impact of the unequivocal. We wish to reassert the
picture plane. We are for flat forms because they destroy illusion and reveal
truth (Rothko, cited in Waldman 1978, p. 39).
The art critic Robert Hughes wrote that abstract expressionism had a theological side,
which was manifest in a yearning for transcendental experience that go beyond the
things of this world. He referred to Rothko as one “obsessed with the idea of an abstract
art that would carry the full weight of religious meaning” (Hughes 1997), and without
doubt Rothko articulated the spiritual and transcendental intentions and aspirations of
many abstract painters of his generation.

Formalist painters insisted that the painting should stand alone, exist for itself and be
autonomous. They thought that it is only in this way that a work of art can be valued as
a work of art. Formalist theorists such as Bell, Fry and Greenberg valued an emphasis
on the formal qualities of painting and repudiated any overt focus on subject matter.
They argued that the role of painting was to provide a purely aesthetic experience that
did not rely on any form of imitation of things in the world. However, the fifth point in
Rothko’s letter to the New York Times asserted that “the subject matter is crucial and
only that subject-matter is valid which is tragic and timeless” (Rothko, cited in
Waldman 1978 p.39). This comment, together with Motherwell’s explanation of the
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Spanish Elegy series indicates that although artists were primarily involved in the
composition of the formal elements within the picture, they were also interested in
producing works that had some meaning.

Patrick Heron (1920 – 1999)
Patrick Heron was an English artist who maintained his art practice throughout the
second part of the twentieth century and thus provided a continuity and a link with the
formalist traditions. Between 1937 and 1939 he studied at the Slade School of Art,
which has been regarded as one of the most prestigious art schools in England for most
of the twentieth century. He was an articulate man who wrote as an art critic for various
magazines between 1945 and 1958 and continued publishing articles regularly until
1997. He was still actively engaged in painting until his death in 1999.

Heron’s formalist theory differed from the expressive qualities and surrealist influences
of the American painters. Although he was supportive of them and wrote a favourable
review of their work when it was exhibited in London in 1956, there was no place in his
own work for the anguish and dark mood that characterised some of the American
works (Walker 1998 ). However, he agreed that the essence of art comes “not from its
subject matter, but directly from the plastic facts of the picture’s abstract reality”
(Morley 1994, p. 13). He asserted that when looking at the forms that Cezanne or
Renoir painted, the pleasure the viewer experiences has hardly anything to do with the
subject that is depicted but rather the shapes and forms and their spatial relationship
with each other (Gayford 1998).

For Heron the meaning of art is to be found in the autonomous qualities of the artwork.
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The viewer is required to contemplate the aesthetic qualities above all and use his/her
imagination to enjoy the pleasure of seeing for the sake of seeing. He asserted (1974)
that his paintings should stand alone and that all that is required to understand a painting
is our ability to see the formal qualities of the work, any iconography, symbolism, social
context or biographical details get in the way because they are not perceptual.
Consequently, he thought that concepts and symbols were the enemies of painting
because when we [as viewers] focus on the subject matter, our attention is taken outside
the painting, and he was particularly dismissive of critics who only focused on the
myriad of meanings that a painting might suggest rather than accepting “the amazing
pictorial reality” (Heron, cited in Gayford 1998 p.28) that a painting may possess.
Heron thus echoed the views of many abstract artists and writers, such as Fry, Bell and
Greenberg, who argued that the focus on the subject and/or possible meanings
diminishes the aesthetic experience by contaminating it with other considerations or
values.

Heron’s main preoccupations were with space and colour. Space became the subject,
but he asserted that the experience of space depends on colour, for colour can alter our
perception of the picture plane. This becomes one of the major points of difference
between his position and some of the American artists whom were eliminating illusion
and emphasising the flat surface of the painting. Heron valued the forces that came from
the tension between the flat surface of the painting and the sensation of depth that can
be created using colour (Heron 1974). His paintings during the early 1960s (Fig 9)
evolved through the intuitive manipulation of shape and colour which he described as
like a drama unfolding, the focus always being the relationship of colour to colour and
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the shape being formed and determined by its colour (Gayford 1998).

In terms of subject matter, Heron denied any conscious relationship between his
environment and the images he created, and believed that knowing where the images
came from would block the intuitive and creative process. However, he declared in
1978 that “I don’t doubt for a moment that the enormously powerful rhythmic energies
of the granite outcrops beneath my feet transmit certain rhythms straight up through the
soles of my shoes every minute of the day” (Heron, cited in Walker 1998 p.141).
Furthermore, he observed that the visual nature of the environment he lived in flooded
into his consciousness and whilst initially denying any connection between his garden
and his consciously non-figurative painting. By 1983 he was prepared to acknowledge
certain formal overlaps between the landscape and his abstract colour shapes and later
identified how the various mark making such as those found in 12-30 March:1994 (Fig
10) are evocative of his garden rather than descriptive (Heron 1994).

Heron moved to St. Ives in Cornwall on the south coast of England in 1956 after many
annual visits there. He was drawn to the landscape and the special quality of light that
he attributed to the fact that Cornwall is located on a narrow peninsular surrounded by
the reflective qualities of the sea. He acknowledges that it has influenced the
development of his paintings in a way that would not have occurred had he stayed in
London. He clearly pointed out though that the shapes he created are evocative rather
than descriptive and were not the product of consciously interpreting the landscape or
what was contained within it (Gayford 1998). The critic and novelist A.S. Byatt
concludes that Heron’s paintings “are paintings about vision – not visionary
experiences, but contemplations, illustrations, making strange, of the way our eyes and
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brains put the world together” (Byatt 1998 p.14). Heron’s descriptions and arguments
here are particularly pertinent to an understanding of the Echoes series that are
discussed in Chapter Four.

Conclusion
In this chapter I have charted the development of formalist theory first indicated by
Kant and Fiedler and espoused more fully by Fry, Bell and Greenberg. Fry’s focus on
the formal elements and the composition of these to generate emotional states within the
viewer was important and influential within the developing formalist art theory and
practice, and in particular with the development of abstract or non-representational art
during the first half of the twentieth century. Bell’s theory of art asserted that to be a
work of art the painting must possess ‘significant form’, and identifies an aesthetic
emotion that is provoked by works of art that possess ‘significant form’. Furthermore,
the idea behind the painting or the information it may communicate is irrelevant for
formalists who considered that form independent of content was the most important
element in a work of art. Greenberg asserted that in painting the focus should be on the
medium of paint and the arrangement of spaces, shapes, and colours, on a flat surface
because that is what defined painting and distinguished it from other artforms. It was the
brushstroke and what it represents within a painting that was of value rather than any
form of subject matter or content. The greater emphasis on the formal aspects of the
work consequently led to art attaining a state of autonomy and was manifest in the form
of abstraction.

I have illustrated how some of the main characteristics of formalism were manifest in
the works of Motherwell, Rothko and Heron. Each one expressed the importance of
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the engagement that occurs within the process of making the painting. This engagement
is manifest in the conscious and unconscious organisation of the formal elements within
each painting exclusive of any overt subject matter. They valued the autonomous nature
of the abstract painting as a vehicle for the transmission of feelings, for transcendental
experiences, or just for the pleasure derived from seeing and engaging in the formal
qualities of the painting. However, although their primary concern was with the formal
organisation of the elements within each painting the comments documented here
demonstrate that they were also conscious of subject matter and meaning within their
work.

The comments documented here by Motherwell, Rothko and Heron cover more than
half a century and illustrate the position that many abstract painters including myself
share. When abstraction liberated painters from the need to be descriptive or narrative in
the subject matter, it was the plastic qualities of the medium and the execution of these
in the making of an image that became the prime focus. For many artists this is still the
case and supports the reason why a re-appraisal of formalism as a theory in the visual
arts is valid. The differing work practice of Kaneda, Scully and Richter exemplify how
current painters are dealing with the issues of abstraction within contemporary society,
and in Chapters Four, Five and Six I examine how the image making processes that I
have developed relate to formalist theory and practice.
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Chapter 3
Criticism of Formalism
Introduction
This chapter examines the main challenges to formalism as a theory within modernism
by the American critics Rosalind Krauss (1981; 1993), Thomas McEvilley (1990; 1993;
1996), Suzi Gablik (1991; 2001) and Frederic Jameson (1984). These challenges are
acknowledged and documented in order to demonstrate the need for a more moderate
reading of formalism and thus validate the continued relevance and practice of abstract
painting in contemporary society. Also, they provide some understanding of the issues
raised in my art practice, in particular the role of the individual in the process of
painting, the disconnection from the expressive mark and the content and meaning
within the images produced.

Rosalind Krauss was initially supportive of Greenberg but became a key figure in
challenging formalism not only through October magazine that she helped to found in
1976, but also through numerous articles and books such as The Originality of the
Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths (1981) and The Optical Unconscious (1993).
McEvilley has contributed many essays over the past twenty years, and according to G.
Roger Denson in an introduction to Capacity: History, the World, and the Self in
Contemporary Art and Criticism, "no one prior to McEvilley used logic, science, and
history … to demolish the formalist argument so thoroughly” (McEvilley 1996 p. 20).
Jameson is a theorist from a Marxist background who is regarded as an influential
supporter of postmodern thinking and is dismissive of modernism’s focus on the
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individual.

It was the critical theorists; and particularly the writings of Derrida, Barthes and
Foucault that provided the foundation for a more sociological approach to art, which
was subsequently promoted by art theorists such as Krauss and Lucy Lippard. They
questioned the hierarchical nature of art which was seen to be the production of the
‘white western male’, and began to recognise and focus on those practicing in the
margins such as women and indigenous or immigrant groups. Consequently, art
practices became more pluralistic, more conceptual and less focused on the art object as
the manifestation of art practice.

The criticism of formalist thinking began even before the theories of Fry, Bell and
Greenberg became the dominant theory within modernism. One of the first to criticise
Kant’s proposal of the idea of a disinterested aesthetic experience was Friedrich
Nietzsche (1844 - 1900). Nietzsche demonstrated contempt of Kant’s formalist views
and states that “Art is the great stimulant to life: how could one perceive of it as without
purpose, as goal-less” (Nietzsche, cited in Rampley, 1993 p.276]. Nietzsche argued for
a reorientation of aesthetics to take in the notion of ‘how’ or ‘what’ art is. This
consequently changes the focus from examining the viewer’s experience in perceiving a
static work of art to one that analyses the creative activity of the artist. More recent
criticism (Lorland 1992) argues that Kant may be right about the special kind of order
of the aesthetic object, but is wrong in believing that aesthetic order can be perceived
independently of other elements.

In an article that provides a contemporary understanding of formalism Bohdan
Dziemidok (1993) outlines the main issues surrounding it and acknowledges the
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positive contribution to the development of art that formalists have made during the
twentieth century. He claims that contemporary critics of formalism are more moderate
and do not deny the importance of the formal aspects of artworks arguing that formal
values are important to all art forms, but that the importance placed on these will vary
between artworks. He identifies a difference between artistic value and aesthetic value
describing artistic value as a fundamental property of works of art whereas aesthetic
value is most frequently associated with natural and cultural objects. He suggests that
from these distinctions follows artistic formalism where the value of the artwork is
constituted in the formal properties rather than its content, and aesthetic formalism
where any natural or created object might generate an aesthetic experience based on
their outward appearance. He argues that the failure to distinguish between the two
“allowed certain theoreticians to use the unassailability of aesthetic formalism as a
justification for artistic formalism” (Dziemidok 1993 p.189).

Greenberg claimed to be able to recognise quality when he saw it and in the 1960s
identified the works of Morris Louis (1912 – 1962), Kenneth Noland (b.1924) and Jules
Olitski (b.1922) as having the values he associated with high quality. These views of
quality and value were formed by his reading of Kant and deemed to be universal
values. However, Thomas McEvilley argues that these universal values were false and
just reflect a “conditioned response [which involves] tradition, class, religion, gender,
age, occupation etc” (McEvilley 1990, p.127). Furthermore, he asserts that quality
cannot be objective and universal but changes according to contextual and other
circumstances. Consequently, Greenberg’s values are now seen by many (McEvilley,
Krauss, Gablik et al) to be very narrow and autocratic, not only arrogant but exclusive
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because only abstract art was considered able to facilitate a universal transcendental
aesthetic experience.

McEvilley also exposes the flaws in Greenberg’s view that art was proceeding in a
linear fashion to reach its pinnacle in the form of the abstract paintings by American
painters in the middle of the twentieth century. He argues that artists of the Paleolithic,
Neolithic and the Bronze Age, and later Tantric and Islamic artists, had eliminated any
hint of representational imagery in favour of abstract forms. He demonstrates that these
cultures were quite capable of interpreting content from abstract forms arguing that,
“While non-representational in terms of physical objects, these works have clear
metaphysical or cosmological content” (McEvilley 1990 p.27). This not only provides
McEvilley with a foundation for arguing that the linear view of art history is a further
demonstration of western colonisation and appropriation of ‘other’ cultures, but that
content is implicit in abstract art.

Content and meaning
McEvilley not only argues that content is implicit in all abstract painting but that it
cannot be divorced from form. He maintains that the formalists view that the formal
elements within the artwork are autonomous and that abstract paintings are ‘pure’
because they do not represent anything in the material world are too narrow a definition
of content. He argues that this ignores the possibility that the painting might reflect
“structures of thought and political tensions, [as well as] psychological attitudes”
(McEvilley 1990 p.26). He points out that the non-representational art produced by
earlier cultures was not too far removed from the abstract works that Greenberg viewed
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as being without content.

The contemporary artist and writer Adrian Piper(1993) is also critical of the formalist
view that subject matter is irrelevant to our aesthetic appreciation of a work of art. She
claims that the desire to remove all social or political content from art removes some of
the important characteristics and values of art. She is particularly dismissive of the
abdication of the social responsibilities of the American abstract expressionists working
within the McCarthy era in the USA, claiming that it “succeeded in supplanting the
longstanding European tradition of art as a medium of social engagement with a
peculiarly pharmaceutical conception of art as soporific and analgesic” (Piper 1993
p.574). Thus, art that was self reflective, transcendental and pure, all the qualities of
abstract art that was championed by Greenberg, is seen as an excuse for not getting
involved in social or political activities. However, McEvilley points out that Marxist
critics have insisted that any act, including any art act, is saturated with political
meaning. He thus argues that the experiencing of a work of art “is not merely a matter
of aesthetic taste; it is also a matter of reacting to a proposition about the nature of
reality that is implicitly or explicitly shadowed forth in the work” (McEvilley 1990
p.28). McEvilley consequently exposes the notion of art for art’s sake as a myth and the
autonomous nature of art a fiction.

Having established that the content of a work can contain more than the basic elements
of shape, colour, space and line composed on a flat surface, McEvilley(1990) also
suggests that the titles of works reflect the content and offer opportunities for the viewer
to find other meanings within the work. He cites the influence that the reading of
Buddhist and Taoist texts had on the work of Ad Reinhardt (1913 – 1967) and suggests
47

that to ignore the content within his work is like an act of aggression against the art and
the artist. The writer Jon Erickson also points out that Barnett Newman (1905 – 1970)
often titled his work and asserts that the series of paintings entitled Stations of the Cross
(Fig 11) were meant as “allegorical fields of emotion related to the tragic condition of
the post-war world” (Erickson 1995 p. 98); consequently, they were loaded with content
and meaning.

Essentially then, in contrast to Greenberg, McEvilley argues that form and content are
distinguishable, but dependent on one another (McEvilley 1990). This point is
illustrated by Motherwell who described how the qualities that emerged in the Spanish
Elegy (Fig.5) paintings were those that he had been seeking to express throughout all his
painting; “a tragic sense of life coupled with a sense of its visual radiance” (Motherwell
1983 p.30). Once the series had been named, the associations for the spectator, and
undoubtedly for the artist himself, continued to grow:
black as the symbol of death; white as the symbol of life; the monoliths as the
architecture of a mausoleum, a chamber of death; the ovals as living forms,
sometimes in the process of being crushed by, sometimes liberating themselves
from the enclosing rectangles (Motherwell 1983 p.30).
When he was beginning to explore the Spanish Elegy paintings in 1948, Motherwell
was also thinking about Jung’s theories of creativity. Jung suggested there are hidden
forces that generate symbols that strike a universal chord in everyone, and Motherwell
believes that he achieved that link in that series. He was not making a conscious
political statement, instead making one that observed that a terrible death had occurred
and should not be forgotten (Arnason 1982).
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Citing the psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan (1901 – 1981) and linguist Noam Chomsky
(b.1928) to explain that linguistic activities extend far into the unconscious, McEvilley
(1990) argues that it would be impossible to apprehend a work of art as a strictly optical
experience as proposed by Greenberg because the viewer is automatically
conceptualising the work in his/her mind. Furthermore, he argues that if one of the
attributes of formalist art is to convey feelings then the act of ‘feeling’ requires a
thought process; and if feelings are indeed experienced then the painting must have
inherent content in order to express feeling.

Abstract painting that does not offer much beyond the formal organisation of the basic
elements has thus long been criticised. Robert Hughes made a crucial point when
reviewing the retrospective of Morris Louis at MOMA in 1986 (Fig. 12). He wrote that
“the work [Louis’s] can still offer intense pleasure to the eye while inadvertently
reminding you that beauty, in art, is not necessarily enough” (Hughes 1990, p.201). This
is reinforced by others such as Gablik who asserts that the autonomy of the art object so
valued in modernist aesthetics “condemns art to social impotence” (Gablik 1991,
p.141). The main thrust of her thinking is that artists and the product of their art practice
can and should play an important role in ‘healing’ the world. Through participation and
collaboration with others and the environment Gablik promotes a new aesthetic that she
terms connective aesthetics where:
Art functions as an open (rather than closed) system, responsive to and
interactive with, the environment ..[and] ...encourages the view that art can
embody a vision for society; it can be socially and spiritually engaged and be
an influential force for change and healing (Gablik 2001 p.38).
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Thus, for Gablik the static object for contemplation produced by an egocentric
individual and separated from society within the gallery structure is restrictive and has
no significant value in her new paradigm of art.

It is understandable that such thinking became, and still is one of the main criticisms of
artists who were content to continue to create abstract paintings that had no obvious
social significance other than the self indulgence of the maker. It highlights one of the
great challenges in producing abstract works: to produce images that resonate in the
minds of the viewer, images that suggest a new awareness or lead to a shared
knowledge, or allows unconscious liaisons to be formed and to be socially relevant. The
artists that I have identified and documented in the previous chapter demonstrate that
they were concerned with factors other than just the arrangements of the formal
elements of design. For example, Motherwell wanted to create an art that would be
charged with feeling and be true to its medium; to be just what it was physically, yet
also resonate other feelings beyond its mere physical appearance (Arnason 1982), and
my own position is articulated in the next three chapters.

The intentions of Motherwell, and Rothko’s earlier concern about paintings having
spiritual sustenance, demonstrate clearly that artists were concerned with the totality of
their work which includes the content as well as the formal aspects of their appearance,
and provides the basis for the argument that abstract painting can still make a
meaningful contribution, and be relevant to the world we live in. For example, Byatt
acknowledges that Heron’s paintings are not conceptual or symbolic but asserts
nevertheless, that they are a “profoundly intelligent art, a thinking art as well as an
expressive art [because] it deals with the endlessly changing, endlessly beautiful,
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endlessly interesting relations between the finite human body and the world it perceives
and constructs” (Byatt 1998 p.16). However, this may not be enough for some
contemporary critics such as Gablik, and although some of her thinking is inspirational,
by rejecting art that does not conform to her new aesthetic paradigm she is
demonstrating a dogmatic attitude as great as Greenberg’s and one at odds with a more
pluralistic environment.

The question of originality
Many writers over the past forty years have derided the myth of the ‘lone white male’
that was on a crusade towards utopia producing ‘original’ works of art. In particular,
Rosalind Krauss (1981) challenged the question of originality and authenticity. She
argued that because The Gates of Hell by Rodin were not finished by the time of his
death and the building for which they were commissioned had been cancelled, any
subsequent casting of this sculpture, the first of which was cast three years after Rodin’s
death, cannot be considered original. She suggests that “all the casts of The Gates of
Hell are examples of multiple copies that exist in the absence of an original”(Krauss
1981 p.152). Krauss cites Walter Benjamin’s essay The Work of Art in the Age of
Mechanical Reproduction written in 1936 to build her argument. Benjamin asserted that
an original work of art had a “presence in time and space, [and a] unique existence at
the place where it happens to be” (Benjamin 1973 p.222) and the authority of the work
was a consequence of the ‘touch’ left by the artist. Consequently, any works such as
photographs, prints and cast sculptures produced in multiple form could not be
considered original, yet clearly work produced in these mediums may still have
significant cultural, aesthetic or conceptual value. The logical conclusion was that
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valuing the originality and the uniqueness of the art object was outmoded as criteria in
evaluating works of art.

Krauss (1981) also describes the grid as a device that modernist artists used to produce a
‘pure’ art that was free of representational interpretation and thus retained its autonomy.
She argues that this practice was restrictive, and apart from a few exemplary artists she
points out that most that do adopt the grid to structure their work end up producing very
repetitive works. She does not claim that this is a negative quality but argues that the
repetition is not compatible with the goal of originality, which is one of the defining
values of modernism. Krauss identifies the paradox that artists claiming originality as a
defining characteristic of their work then box themselves into such a repetitive structural
device as the grid. Thus, she dismisses originality as a fiction, and consequently as an
obsolete and outmoded criterion for art.

The idea that originality is a worthwhile value is dismissed by many besides Krauss and
can be traced back to Duchamp’s ‘ready-mades’. Gablik cites Sherrie Levine’s
photographs of photographs and Simon Linkes’s paintings of magazine advertisements
as typical of many postmodern artists who use and appropriate other artists’ or
designers’ work to produce their own ‘original’ work (Gablik 1991 p.20). Richter
(1995) also demonstrated in his paintings from photographs in the 1960s that it was not
necessary to invent imagery, and asserted that the creation of pictures from copying
photographs or postcards was liberating. The liberation that this affords is one that
enables the artist to concentrate on the engagement that occurs within the image making
process rather than the need to be making something ‘original’. Consequently, in the
next two chapters I describe how the repetitive nature of the methods of production I
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have developed in the Echoes and Emerging Discourses series is valued, and how each
separate image can be regarded as one of many that constitute a whole.

The role of the individual
The valuing of a unique style and the expressive brushwork was central to modernist
discourse and its use as a mode of personal expression has been challenged by
postmodern discourse. Frederic Jameson (1984) asserts that the focus on personal
expression means that the modernist aesthetic is in some way linked to the idea of a
unique self that has a unique personality and that this is manifest in a unique style and
view of the world. However, he argues that the ‘centred subject’ that manifests this
expression no longer exists, and points out that poststructuralists claim that the
individual subject never really existed in the first place and was a philosophical
construct. Consequently, he argues that:
when you [the artist] constitute your individual subjectivity as a self-sufficient
field and a closed realm in its own right, you thereby also shut yourself off
from everything else and condemn yourself to the windless solitude of the
monad, buried alive and condemned to a prison-cell without egress (Jameson
1984 p.1080).
This is indeed a damning and dismal view of the fate of the lone ‘heroic’ artist making
‘his’ mark on the world and he sees postmodernism as signalling the end of this
dilemma.

Jameson implies that as a consequence of less attention being given to the study of the
ego there would be less focus on a unique and personal style as manifest by the
distinctive individual brushstroke of the artist. Furthermore, because of the liberation
53

from the centred subject, he suggests that feelings such as alienation, solitude and
isolation that make up some of the great themes of modernism are redundant because
now there is “no longer a self to do the feeling” (Jameson 1984 p.1080). Consequently,
we have seen a variety of art practices that repudiate the notions of genius, originality,
taste and practices that are based on self-expression in favour of those that are based on
ideas and use processes that distance the artist from the art product.

Although Pollock might be seen to epitomise the defining characteristics of modernism,
his method of working pointed to a departure from them. Krauss (1993) notes that
Greenberg ignored the fact that Pollock dripped and splashed his paint onto the canvas
which was laying horizontally on the floor and claims he saw it as a painting only when
it was lifted and presented on the wall. More fundamentally this dripping distanced the
artist from the direct application of paint to the canvas via a brush and consequently
broke the link between the artist and canvas. Yve-Alain Bois, Professor in the
Department of Fine Arts at Harvard University, claims that the ‘vulgarity’ of Pollock’s
drip paintings (Fig. 13) which used a variety of paints including household enamel was
part of the painter’s strategy against individualism and its “pretence to subjective unity”
(Bois 1996). Consequently, the signature style manifest in the brushstroke made through
the gesture of the artist was abandoned and marked a significant departure from the
modernist tradition of ‘expressive brushwork’ so valued by Greenberg.

Gablik describes a self that is relational rather than self-contained and one that extends
“beyond the narrow ego and into the larger whole” (Gablik 1991 p.176). She
distinguishes between the ‘dominator’ model within modernist aesthetics characterised
by the self, which is central, and the ‘partnership’ model where relationships are central,
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and nothing stands alone. Furthermore, she asserts that in the era of modernity western
cultures have valued rational thinking, and as a result “we are losing our sense of the
divine side of life, of the power of imagination, myth, dream and vision” (Gablik 1991
p.42). She argues that these are rooted in the soul, but does not clearly define what the
soul is beyond suggesting it involves some mystical inward journey. She is supportive
of shamanic experiences and other forms of ritual or trance inducing methods to
facilitate a change in consciousness and cites a number of contemporary artists such as
Fern Shaffer, Jos. A. Smith and Gilah Yelin Hirsch who engage in such practices. She
describes how Mierle Laderman Ukeles’s Touch Sanitation, performed over eighteen
months in New York City with the Department of Sanitation in 1979 and 1980 merged
her “consciousness with the workers [and she became] one with them” (Gablik 1991
p.73). She argues that this practice radiates a different kind of energy that reflects the
soul and thus creates a new paradigm for art’s relationship with society, one that is
caring and compassionate, and one that demands a new aesthetic evaluation.

Within art criticism the focus on the artist as the producer of a work of art thus became
less important than the context in which it was produced and existed. In The Death of
the Author, Roland Barthes (1977) argued that the focus of attention on the author of
literary works is flawed and that the text created is read by many different people who
will accordingly bring their own interpretations and meanings to it. Art theorists such as
Krauss, Foster, Owens and Buchloh also interpreted this as the end of the dominant
white male being an important focus within the production and evaluation of works of
art (Sandler 1996). This though is not too far removed from formalist painters such as
Heron (1974) who wanted their work to exist autonomously without the viewer having
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any knowledge of anything outside the picture frame, including the artist, that might
influence the ‘reading’ of the image.

Foucault was also disinterested in the authorship of a work as a product of a unique
individual because of his views on subjectivity. Foucault argued that the self is the
product of daily experiences and that there is not one true self but a series of selves that
are called on to act out different roles in different situations (Danaher 2000). Most of us
will recognise that we slip between different roles many times in the course of our daily
lives noting that not only do power relations shift but the perceptions of ourselves shift
as well and are influenced by many external factors that include race, gender and social
hierarchies.

The perception constructed by this argument suggests that the individual person has no
control or influence over how s/he is constructed and thus behaves. However, Foucault
argued that through the process of thought and reflection we are able to influence and
transform our subjectivity. He even extended this argument to an aesthetics of existence
where the self can be constructed as a work of art (Danaher 2000).

Within my art practice I have developed methods of image making that are more
anonymous and removed from the individual characteristic manifest in the expressive
mark that is typical of more conventional methods of painting. However, the individual
identity that forms my subjectivity is manifest in the interactions and engagements with
each image as each one is formed. It is identified not through any expressive mark or
gesture but through the decisions being made regarding the composition of the formal
elements.
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The ‘post’ postmodern reappraisal of formalism
In recent years, some writers, critics and artists have begun a reappraisal of formalism.
For example, the writer and academic Nick Zangwill identifies the polarities that exist
between the extreme version of formalism posited by Bell, and anti formalists. He
proposes a moderate position that recognises “that many works of art have only formal
aesthetic properties, that many works of art only have non-formal aesthetic properties,
and that many works of art have both formal and non-formal aesthetic properties”
(Zangwill 2000 p.493). Moderate formalism thus acknowledges the range of positions
possible within the continuum between the two extremes and accepts those positions
rather than dismissing them because of ideology.

Christopher Wood (1996) is a writer and academic who has identified the limitations
that linguistic and semiotic approaches to viewing artworks have had, and asserts that
the intrinsic qualities that make up a work of art are not easily understood by contextual
analysis. Randi Koppen is a writer and academic who also identifies the difficulties in
current critical evaluation of form saying that it could fall into traps, either “the
modernist trap of mysticism/metaphysics, or the postmodern trap of the empty gesture”,
(Koppen 1997, p.790) and proposes a poststructural psychoanalytical approach to
understand the reading of form. Alternatively, the writer and academic Christopher
Williams introduces the term ‘invisibilism’ to identify the “invisible art-making
property” (Williams 1998, p. 377) that differentiates an art object from a non art object
and re-evaluates formalist theory.

The writer Lane Relyea has identified a group of contemporary painters such as Kevin
Appel, Ingrid Calame and Monique Prieto in the USA who are engaging in practices
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that give priority to formal considerations such as colour and form, which are executed
in a relatively impersonal and detached manner. Relyea notes that a more moderate
view of formalism enables this work to be evaluated in a contemporary light
acknowledging the authorship issues raised by Barthes (1977), and recognising that the
materiality of the medium used is implicated in the meaning embedded within the
artwork. Furthermore, the art historian and curator David Moos regards current
practices in abstract painting as varied and not necessarily belonging to any particular
school of thought. He identifies a group of American contemporary artists such as
Jonathan Lasker, Juan Usle, Hemut Dorner, Callum Innes, Lydia Dona, Fabian
Marcacciao and Dennis Hollingsworth who are engaged in producing abstract images
that also extend the boundaries of image making and are addressing the issues of
identity in their work. He describes how Jonathan Lasker deals with the elements of
form, colour, texture and line in creating compositions that revisit formalist principles
and reference previous modernist artists, but by such titles as For the eye of the
beautiful beholder 1996, (Fig.14) he suggests that “abstract painting at the end of the
century is less about the existential self of the artist and more about the introspective
pleasure of the audience” (Moos 1999). He concludes by saying that it is the familiarity
of painting and its references that enable abstract painting to have continuing relevance
in contemporary art discourse.

Conclusion
In this chapter I have documented some of the key criticisms of formalist theory by
McEvilley, Krauss, Jameson and Gablik. This criticism pointed to some of the
deficiencies of formalist thinking, in particular: the inherent content and meaning that
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was dismissed as irrelevant; the concept of originality as a key value; and the focus on
the individual as the essential component within the making of the work of art. The
comments recorded here by artists who may be considered formalist, support some of
the criticism posited by the theorists. In particular, those comments that reveal that they
were concerned with more than the mere arrangements of colour and form, indicate the
differences that often occurs between art practitioners and art theorists.

Given such a damning criticism of formalist painting and the many opportunities
offered by new technologies it may seem highly questionable how abstract painting that
has links to formalist principles can have any relevance in contemporary art discourse or
even in the wider society. However, even though the critics of formalism have
dominated contemporary art discourse for the past thirty years, artists such as Kaneda
(1999), writers such as Dziemidok (1993), Wood (1996), Moos (1999), Zangwill (2000)
and critics such as Relyea (1998) and Wilkin (2001) are re-evaluating formalism.

In the next chapter I describe and document the processes involved within my art
practice. I examine the links between my practice and formalist thinking as well as the
postmodern criticism of formalism in order to advance the case for retaining abstract
painting as a valid, meaningful and relevant contributor to contemporary art practice.
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Chapter 4
The Echoes Series 2000
Introduction
This chapter examines how the development of different image making methods is
significant in the re-appraisal of formalist thinking in relation to abstract painting. I
describe the process that I engaged in within the construction of the Echoes series and I
discuss how the considerations within the making process link to formalist thinking. I
address the issues of content and meaning, and how the disconnecting characteristic
inherent in the method of production identifies with the postmodern criticism of
formalism in particular the value placed on the expressive mark of the artist. I discuss
my work in relation to other established artists currently practicing and producing
abstract paintings, in particular Gerhardt Richter (b.1932) and Sean Scully (b 1945).

Richter was born and studied art in East Germany before moving to West Germany in
1961. He is interesting to me because he has refused to be categorised as a certain type
of painter, and has been active in producing both figurative and abstract work that
explores a variety of methods of applying paint to a support (Fig. 15). According to
Richter, the different processes involved in abstraction and figuration comes down to
one and the same thing, “finding out how to deal, in this world, with myself and with
painting” (Koch 1995 p.54). He is dismissive of formalism as a theory claiming it is
contrived and representative of games played with colour and form (Richter 1995).

Richter asserts that form generates the content of a painting. He takes form as a starting
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point and through the manipulation of the formal elements within his process, the
content emerges. This is a direct contradiction to those who use form to support an
initial idea, and he is particularly dismissive of those who seek to communicate a
message through their paintings. He is emphatic in stating that, “the issue of content is
nonsense; i.e., there is nothing but form. There is only ‘something’: there is only what
there is” (Richter 1995 p.127). However, he acknowledges that in the process of
painting ‘something’ creeps in that he doesn’t fully understand. This point is further
illustrated in the analysis of some Australian Aboriginal dot paintings where it is
claimed that some Aboriginal artists “explore concepts beyond the tangible qualities of
life” (Caruana 1993 p.14). This implies that the content and meaning within their work
are inexpressible in language and although they may be inherent in the form they may
not be fully understood by the viewer who is not initiated into the full meaning through
family of tribal connections.

Sean Scully was born in Dublin and studied in England, but has lived and painted in
New York since 1975. He articulates a position that is conservative by the standards of
contemporary art practice and theoretical discourse. He has focused on the composition
of the vertical and horizontal stripe within a grid system for over twenty five years (Fig.
15) and talks passionately about the process of painting being loaded with meaning
which places him firmly within modernist thinking. This is confirmed by the wall text at
an exhibition entitled Sean Scully: Works on Paper, 1975-1996 describing Scully’s wish
“to return to the nuances of earlier abstraction – the pleasure of Matisse, the spirituality
of Mondrian, and the anguish of Rothko” (Scully 1996).
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The Echoes Series 2000
The process that I engage in with this series of paintings (Figs. 33 - 46) distances the
‘hand’ of the artist from any direct contact with the canvas and presents its own set of
dramas that need resolving. Within each one, I want the paint to have its own
indulgence; for colour and texture to be formed without gestural qualities; for the image
to be constructed layer upon layer so that the image is built from below, emerging at the
surface in its final form. I am concerned with the materials themselves and the
application process, so that the paintings create sensations of depth even though the
focus is on the surface. These paintings focus on what is fundamental to painting,
namely colour, shape, form and texture.

The techniques and process that I engage in with these paintings involve a distancing
from the direct application of paint to a support via a brush, and can be traced back to
some of the Surrealist painters and their interest in automatism as a means of producing
works of art. For example, Francis Picabia (1878 – 1953) experimented with spilled ink,
and Max Ernst (1891 – 1976) developed frottage drawings and paintings (Fig. 17).
David Alfaro Siqueiros (1896 - 1975), a Mexican painter associated with the Social
Realist movement in Mexico, experimented with various techniques for preparing
panels for his figurative images (Fig. 18). Robert Storr (1999), who is a curator at the
Museum of Modern Art in New York documents how Siqueiros and his assistants
poured, dripped and spattered pigments and lacquer on to the picture surface creating an
endless variety of accidental effects. He argues that Pollock’s drip paintings (Fig. 13)
are directly influenced by the work of Siqueiros, but rather than using similar processes
to create a foundation for a figurative work Pollock asserted some control over the
process and the results of this constituted the artwork. Pollock is certainly a dominant
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figure in twentieth century western art and is mostly associated with this form of ‘action
painting’ but Helen Frankenthaler and Morris Louis also began to pour paint onto the
canvas in a more sedate and controlling way (Figs. 19 and 12). The tradition of
removing the ‘hand’ of the artist from direct contact with the support continues today
and is evident in the work of many artists; Richter’s abstract paintings, the recent work
by Ed Moses in the USA (Fig. 20) and, here in Australia, some of the paintings by Dale
Frank (Fig. 21) to name a few.

Texture is the dominant element in the Echoes series of paintings; however, this is not
the texture of impasto normally associated with painting. These textures are flat,
simulated textures. They may be evocative of more tactile qualities, but they are
embedded within the canvas and have an illusion of depth because of the way the
images are constructed. One of the main characteristics is the use of thin watery
pigment that soaks into the dry canvas. Alternatively, paint that has a more stable
consistency may be applied to a canvas saturated to varying degrees with water. Many
of the textural qualities are determined by the use of another material that is laid on top
of the canvas, leaving a trace of that action. The most common material used within this
process is ‘bubble wrap’, a commercial packaging product. The variety of textures
created within this series of paintings is determined by many variables such as the
consistency of the pigment and the sequence in which the bubble wrap is applied to the
surface.

At the beginning of the production of this series of work I do not have any preconceived
idea of what to paint. Later, I explore what might influence the image forming process
but initially there is no one idea to pursue. I start off with ten primed but unstretched
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canvases. These are then painted with a base colour, three or four of them sharing the
same colour. The choice of the colours is considered but they are chosen without
rational thought and represent nothing other than a momentary preference for a certain
colour. This frees me from the tyranny of the empty canvas and immediately commits
me to the act of painting. It also provides the first point of real engagement because
even though I may only be painting one flat colour covering the whole canvas, it sets
the initial scene from which the unfolding dramas will emerge.

The paintings are all constructed flat on the floor and develop in tandem with each
other. The second colour, considered in the same way as the first, might only cover half
the canvas area and another of the canvases is briefly laid on top. This produces two
images that are similar but different. Not only is the resulting texture different for each
but the base colour may differ. When this next colour is added in the same way but with
different ‘partners’ the paintings begin to form their own identity. Each one needs to be
considered as an individual, but because of the process, the effect on one has a
consequence for another. The considerations now become more engaging, challenging
and crucial in the developing of each image. As each one takes on its own form and
requires individual and exclusive consideration, a third element is required to allow the
process to continue. Consequently, other smaller bits of canvas or bubble wrap are laid
on the canvas. The introduction of such an intermediary device links one image to
another and maintains the dependence between each image because the bubble wrap
placed on one colour saturated canvas may then be placed on a dry canvas leaving an
echo of the image from the saturated one.

In the case of A Summer Shower (Fig. 40), the final image illustrates how the top part of
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the canvas was saturated with watery pink pigment over a light coloured base. A sheet
of bubble wrap was placed on this area and when removed revealed the effect as it is
seen now. The bubble wrap was then immediately placed on the lower part of the
canvas to ‘transmit’ a record of the engagement. When this was lifted it revealed an
echo of the previous texture but it has a different quality because the transfer was
‘received’ on a dry canvas base. The central band of coloured textured shapes was
achieved by a combination of methods. There is obviously a history that evidences
many different engagements, but the final few engagements used canvas instead of
bubble wrap. Canvas offers different textural possibilities, which is again determined by
how saturated or dry the ‘transmitter’ or ‘receiver’ is.

The horizontal structure of the composition within this series is a direct result of the
method of making, and the horizontal band that emerges is a result of the placement of
the ‘partners’ or bubble wrap and canvas intermediaries. Initially, the band is just a
meeting of two edges, but with more engagements the edges begin to take on a form of
their own. In some paintings such as A Summer Shower (Fig. 40) the band remains quite
narrow, but in others such as In a Mood of Remembering (Fig. 33) it broadens to
become a larger element within the composition.

There is a strong element of chance involved with this process. I may have a desired
texture and shape in mind for a particular area, but because of the lack of complete
control over the process the outcomes have to be accepted. These are then considered,
and through a process of reflection further engagements are planned and performed. The
way that each action relates to each other is what constitutes the drama that I mentioned
earlier and each painting is finished when I consider it to be resolved. Some images may
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have emerged to their final conclusion with relative ease others may have struggled to
get to the point of resolution. Usually there is one that has been sacrificed and used to
assist the other images in the evolutionary process and will form part of the next group.

However, in the case of A Brighter Tomorrow (Fig. 38) an extra piece of canvas was
used as the intermediary between other evolving images from the outset. The
composition of this image is still stable, but there are more horizontal bands reflecting
its use as a transmitter as well as a receiver of textured shapes. This painting did not
have the same beginnings as the other ones of this size in this series, but at some point
in its evolution the possibilities within it were identified and attention given to effecting
some resolution.

In the initial stages of this series, colours of full intensity were used, but because the
method of making requires watery pigments, the intensity of the colour was reduced.
This influenced the mixing of additional colours for further engagements and the
intensity of many was reduced prior to their application.

The smaller paintings in this series (Figs. 42 - 46) were produced in 2002 after I had
produced the larger paintings in the Emerging Discourse series. I wanted to retain the
intensity of some of the primary and secondary colours that were characteristic of some
in that series, as well as produce more dynamic compositions. However, the dramas that
emerged between the different forms did not result in any convincing or coherent
conclusions, and gradually I had to accept that the image making processes should have
more influence on the forms being produced. The obvious influences were the
rectangular shape of the canvas support and the linear quality of the texture created by
the bubble wrap. Consequently, whereas the colours have retained much of their
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intensity, the compositions became more stable and similar to earlier images from this
series. The smaller scale of these paintings and the fact that the canvas support is
stretched over a plywood base made them easier to handle and also influenced the
outcomes. When May Becomes December (Fig. 44) may still have a horizontal structure
to the composition but the shapes around the periphery become important elements in
building some tension within the stability of the overall image.

There is an affinity between the process I engage in and that practiced by Richter in his
abstract paintings, even though the application of the paint differs. He applies oil paint
to the canvas that is then trowelled across the surface of the painting using the edge of a
board (Fig.15). He continues this process layer upon layer until the final image emerges.
He doesn’t talk about the resolution of the final image, but one that leads to openness
rather than “closed” and suggests that “nonclosure may perhaps be a positive quality,
because it relates more closely to our reality” (Richter 1995 p.160). There is also an
affinity with the way Heron constructed his earlier paintings in that the shapes would
change in size and colour until the painting worked visually (Gayford 1998).

The digital images (Figs. 47 and 48) represent a further physical disconnection from the
expressive mark as well as from other traditional forms of printmaking. A series of
paintings using the same methods described above were completed on white card, but
because of the resistant nature of the card different effects were accomplished. I was
unable to resolve some of these so parts of them were scanned into a computer and
manipulated through the application Photoshop. Through the process of cropping, the
images were edited further and the colours could be changed using different tools. The
disconnection experienced was more profound because the image being manipulated
67

was visible only on the computer screen and the computer mouse was the vehicle used
to execute changes.

By describing the working methods and considerations within the making the Echoes
series it becomes evident that I am dealing with the composition of the formal elements
within each evolving image, and this links my practice to the formalist thinking of Fry,
Bell and Greenberg. However, I acknowledge the criticisms of formalist theorist
documented in the previous chapter and now offer some response to them.

Making Connections
In the previous chapter I documented not only various artists’ comments regarding the
inherent meaning and content within their abstract paintings, but also contemporary
theorists’ assertion that content and meaning is implicit in abstract paintings. With
regards to the Echoes series, although considering only the composition of the formal
elements within the paintings I am also conscious of making connections with the
contemporary environment and this provides additional content and meaning.

To understand the content as conceived and made manifest by the artist is not essential
from the viewer’s perspective, and this provides the main argument for suggesting that
formalist abstract painters are only interested in the formal elements and nothing else.
The artists documented in this thesis agree that a painting has to survive in the world
without the need for a written commentary to support it; however, this does not mean
that the paintings are without content or meaning. Scully (1999), for example, claims to
make paintings that everybody can relate to even though they may not seem figurative
or representational. He states that his paintings have a rhythm that can be associated
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with simple architectural, musical or mathematical structures that can be quite emotive
and thus provide an opportunity for viewers to relate to easily. The viewer may not
make connections with the influences that inform Scully’s work but I assert that this
understanding is unnecessary. Links and relationships are made with something within
the painting that form some kind of aesthetic experience that recognises some meaning
inherent in the painting.

Similarly, in Aboriginal artwork a comprehensive understanding of a painting will
depend on the knowledge of ancestral landscape and other rituals by both viewer and
artist to decipher or interpret the work. This can be made more complex because
symbols or iconography may encompass a variety of meanings within each work. The
problems surrounding a complete understanding of the artwork by a detached viewer is
further compounded by the restrictions placed on those without “appropriate ritual
standing” (Caruana 1993 p.14). That many people without the required knowledge of
the Aboriginal ancestral landscape or other rituals appreciate and value these artworks
testifies that some understanding and connections are being made.

Scully’s paintings remind the viewer of things that exist in the world without overt
referencing. They reflect a world that is ordered in rows and lines, in a simple numerical
order (Scully 1999). Scully’s paintings generally have a simple divisional structure
reflecting the world he is part of and he asserts that this links him to the earlier abstract
painters. He provides a further level of meaning embedded in the process of making the
paintings. He does not hide the way they are painted and on close examination the
viewer can see the way they are painted and know that there are different layers of
paint. The brushwork is clearly visible but it does not have a flamboyant gestural quality
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normally associated with some earlier abstract painters but a purposefulness that
embodies meaning.

The connections in the Echoes series are inherent within the paintings without being too
obvious. The part of the environment that interests me most is that which involves some
kind of human trace. In particular, the way roads are built and repaired, or the
weathering effects on stone or concrete wall constructions. For example, when parts of
roadways suffer erosion or are excavated to access key services or facilities the
consequent repair to the surface is usually made with a different material to that of the
original. Often the different colour and texture, sometimes surrounded by a bitumen
sealant, present interesting visual phenomena (Fig. 22). Concrete or stone structures of
all kinds that have some exposure to erosion by water often provide interesting visual
effects as well, and particularly profound are those structures that have their origins in
distant history (Figs. 23, 24 and 25). What I find engaging about all this visual stimuli is
that it evidences some form of human activity in which the prime motivation was
functional and purposeful. When considering these images I am aware of a sense of loss
and of time passing. The more I contemplate these the more profound that sense of loss
becomes. The structure I look at becomes a metaphor not only for the losses I have
experienced in my life, but for all the losses suffered by the human race.

The interest in a similar aesthetic appreciation of parts of the environment has been
explored by the writer, Karen Lang (1997) who examines a short essay on ruins by the
sociologist and philosopher George Simmel (1858 – 1918) in his book Philosophische
Kultur written in 1911 to note how the aesthetic experience of ruins provides an
opportunity to escape from the alienating effects of modern life. According to Simmel,
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this occurs because it represents the power of nature over human endeavour in the form
of architecture and signals a return to the original state of the environment before human
intervention. He distinguished between architecture destroyed by humankind and that
destroyed by nature, claiming the former lacks the specific charm of the ruin. I agree
that there may be something restful and passive about this type of ruin that gives it
‘charm’; however, I would argue that the ruins wrought by the conflict between the
Israelis and the Palestinians in the occupied territories and seen daily2 on television
news provide for another sense of loss. It may not be the charm of the isolated ruin but
it has a powerful aesthetic that has links to the Kantian sublime because it produces “a
feeling of purposiveness quite independent of nature” (Kant 1951 p.84). It represents
another form of violence, this time not just over nature but also over the endeavours of
humanity to exist in this world.

The concept of the sublime was subject to considerable debate in the eighteenth century
and the philosopher Edmund Burke (1729 - 1797) distinguished between the sublime
and the beautiful where beauty was the source of positive and independent pleasure, and
the sublime was the delight taken in the experience or contemplation of a terror (Burke
1958). This was a terror that could not physically harm a person, but the images of aweinspiring landscapes created an emotion more intense than that offered by beauty. Kant
(1951) extended this debate differentiating between responses that merely satisfied
appetites and those that required a more sensitive appreciation, and asserted that it was
the subjective response of the individual that determined the sublime rather than any

2

at the current time of writing, June 2002
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universal property. Furthermore, Kant linked the sublime to morality and a code of
behaviour that depended on principles rather than emotions and is explored more fully
in Chapter 6 in relation to retaining the integrity of the process within the production of
artworks.

Towards the latter part of the twentieth century writers such as Jacques Derrida, Jacques
Lacan and Jean-Francois Lyotard were again considering the concept of the sublime
within aesthetics and artists began to reinterpret the sublime within their own art
practice. A form of art practice related to the eighteenth century landscape painting that
focused on the sublime was the land art of Robert Smithson (1938 – 1973) and Richard
Long (b.1945). Both Smithson and Long created immense earthworks within the
landscape and on a vast scale. They were often constructed in remote places and subject
to the natural forces of erosion and time, the only evidence of their existence being
some form of visual documentation. Their practice provided an alternative to the
traditional form of landscape painting and echoed the ancient forms seen at Stonehenge
and Avebury in the UK.

Long is interesting to consider because his practice incorporates a moral code of
behaviour that Kant associated with the sublime. He distances himself from the ‘land
art’ of artists such as Smithson because he claims it took ownership of the land. In
contrast, Long claims to be just “physically and metaphorically passing through the
world and taking nothing from nature but my experience” (Long cited in Irving 2003).
The act of walking and the use of natural materials became significant in the
construction of many of his works. His first work that incorporated walking as part of
the process was A line made by walking produced in 1967 and represents the trail left in
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a grass paddock from walking backwards and forwards in a straight line. Since then he
has performed many walks in different countries. Some of these are in remote places
and vary in duration, length and speed; some are meandering whereas others form
straight lines. Asked by Louisa Buck why walking is central to the work, he replied:
I love walking. And it can leave a mark, many footprints can make a path.
Walking as a medium enabled me to bring a big increase in scale and space
(distance) into a work of art. Time could become a fourth dimension. Walking
can express many different ideas. For example, I have used riverbeds on
Dartmoor as footpaths; I have carried stones in my pocket for many miles to
make sculptures about movement, transference and re-location. I can use it as a
simple human measure of time, like walking across a country, or from one
planetary event to another, or from one shower of rain to the next (Long 2002)
Long clearly reflects the attitude of many artists in the 1960s who were reacting against
modernist values and were more concerned with ideas rather than producing objects for
the commercial art market. It reinforces the belief that it was the process that was of
paramount importance, in this case the act of walking rather than the product of the
walk.

The act of walking that Long engages in can be compared with the process I have
engaged in with the Echoes series of paintings. I have described how the images begin
without any preconceived idea of how they will evolve and how the disconnecting
process influences the outcomes. Similarly, Long (2002) asserts that although some of
his walks are planned, the prevailing weather conditions together with the physical
environment influence the way the ideas are formed and developed. The process thus
permits the freedom to make artworks anywhere and without constraints.
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These approaches, together with the ones documented earlier describing how other
artists have sought to disconnect from the expressive mark making and gesture that is
inherent in most traditional forms of painting demonstrate a significant departure from
the values espoused by Greenberg(1993). In Chapter Two I described how the
expressive mark made by the artist particularly within the American Abstract
Expressionists became a defining characteristic within abstract painting and yet artists
such as Pollock, Frankenthaler, Louis and Olitski were producing works where the
gesture that created the expressive mark was disconnected from the surface. In
Pollock’s case it was dripped and splashed whereas Frankenthaler and Louis were
pouring the pigment onto the surface. The images produced in this manner still record
an action and therefore the notion of what constitutes a gesture was extended. Richard
Long’s walking could be said to further extend the debate not only conceptually but also
materially because of the marks left on the earth through his passage through it. His
actions mark his presence within the emptiness as much as the gesture and expressive
marks of the abstract painters documented earlier.

The sculptures that Long produces on his walks are usually constructed from the
materials at hand and are formed into simple lines and circles that represent, “platonic
truths which can continually be re-invented with new ideas, circumstances, places and
materials. They have the authentic power and intellectual beauty of universal forms”
(Long 2002). The works may disappear over time or become absorbed into the land
acknowledging the power of nature, and consequently relate to the concept of the
sublime articulated by Bourke (1958) and Kant (1951).

With regards my role as a visual artist, the challenge that this appreciation of visual
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phenomena presents to me is to produce paintings that resonate in the mind of the
viewer, and thus provide an opportunity for an engagement to occur and connections to
be made. The images described above may provide me with an aesthetic experience that
Kant (1951) first identified, but my aim is to produce images that encourage a new
visual awareness, or allow unconscious liaisons to be formed. The aim is not to copy
merely the appearance of that which is perceived, but to make something that
communicates through the organisation and display of the formal elements. The
paintings are emphatically not representative of anything, nor are they metaphorical.
They are images that have their own ontological autonomy. They have links with things
in the world not unlike the links that Scully described earlier or which Richter espouses
where art is, “the pleasure taken in the production of phenomena that are analogous to
those of reality, because they bear a greater or lesser degree of resemblance to them”
(Richter 1995 p.128).

The approach I adopt with these paintings differs from the American artist, Julian
Schnabel’s (b. 1951) appreciation of similar aesthetic phenomena. Schnabel produced a
series of paintings in the 1980s where he painted figures onto tarpaulins once used to
cover the cargo carried by trucks in Mexico (Fig. 26). In an evaluation of these
McEvilley states that these tarpaulins retain their own histories because of the stains and
weathering effects of being used rather than any conscious determination of the artist.
He argues that the ground offered by the tarpaulin acts as “an analogue of the
unconscious, both of the artist and of the land, rendering up to the surface of
consciousness” (McEvilley 1993 p.117). I would argue that both Schnabel and myself
might share a similar appreciation of the aesthetic qualities offered by the tarpaulin, but
whereas he has used those as a support for another subject I would try to invoke, in a
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constructed work, a similar aesthetic to that observed in the tarpaulins. In my case
though it is the aesthetic observed in road repairs or weathered concrete and stone
structures. His use of the actual tarpaulins uses the history of the tarpaulin to interact
with the subject he paints on them and adds another layer of meaning. In contrast, I
focus on the invocation of observed phenomena through a constructive process.

Another point of comparison is with the works by the contemporary German artist
Marios Reis. Reiss uses natural phenomena to create works of art by securing squares of
untreated canvas in a river or stream for up to three weeks. The staining of the canvas
by various pollutants and natural organic material has the appearance of colour field
paintings (Fig. 27) but are conceptually driven. In this case the distancing of the hand
from the image creation is absolute, and although I have considered many other means
of image creation in a similar vein, I choose to have a direct engagement with the
creation of the image rather than be so removed from it. I do not want to sever the
physical link between the maker and the product of the making because it is the
engagement with each evolving image that is vital. Each layer of colour is considered,
and each action is considered and reflected on; consequently the accumulation of layers
has involved much thought and engagement which contribute to the meaning embedded
within the final image.

With regards to the Echoes series, I assert that the paintings prompt a recognition of
things in the real world and in doing so act as a catalyst for an enriched visual
awareness of the viewer’s environment. The connections described above may not be
made in the initial viewing but if the images I produce remain in the mind of the viewer,
even unconsciously, then future awarenesses or appreciations may occur. For example,
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when Patrick Heron (1986) was filmed and interviewed walking along a stone covered
beach in the south of England, he bent down to pick one up observing that because of
the sculptor Henry Moore (1898 – 1986) and the work he [Moore] produced he [Heron]
had a better appreciation of the stone. The implication is that the work of Moore brought
into public consciousness an appreciation of form that may have been overlooked prior
to the sculpture of Moore. He articulated this point further when talking to Martin
Gayford in 1998 saying “painting’s prime function for mankind is to provide us with a
vocabulary of formal shapes to see things with. Because you can’t see anything unless
you have a formal shape to project into it” (Heron, cited in Gayford 1998 p.33).

Conclusion
This chapter has described the working methods I have adopted in making the Echoes
series of paintings and provided some discussion that relates to the content inherent
within the work, together with interpretations of the work within a social context.

I have described how the main determinant within the production of these images is a
consideration of the formal elements, which links my practice substantially to the
formalist discourse. However, an examination of the social context that the paintings
exist in reveals that many interpretations may exist and these have an impact on, and
make a contribution to, the decision making process within each work. Consequently,
this presents a significant departure from the formalist principles outlined in Chapter
Two that sought to exclude factors other than the formal elements from the painting,
and supports the move towards a wider understanding of formalist thinking.

The main characteristic within the image making process is one of disconnection. The
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working methods I have developed to create the images remove the hand from any
expressive mark or gesture that was so valued within modernism. This is significant
because it extends the range of working practices within abstract painting that have been
developing throughout the twentieth century starting with Picabia and Ernst, and
continuing with Siquerios, Pollock, Frankenthaler and Louis, and more recently, Moses,
Reis, Richter and Frank. Furthermore, the method of producing the digital images
provides another extension to the range of practices within painting. Consequently, the
methods that I have developed contributes to a re-appraisal of formalist theory and
practice within contemporary art discourse and re-affirms the relevance of abstract
painting within contemporary art practice.

.
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Chapter 5
Emerging Discourses 2001-2002
Introduction
This chapter describes the process that I engaged in within the construction of the
Emerging Discourses series (Figs 49 - 69). Sixteen of these measuring 1200mm in
diameter were exhibited at the FCA Gallery in October 2001. A selection of these
together with additional ones formed part of the exhibition Whispers in the Wind at the
FCA Gallery in March 2003.

I continue to link the process to aspects of formalist thinking and identify the
importance of a spontaneous approach within my practice. I consider the issue of
originality, and through a process of making connections, I address the issues of content
and meaning, and the role of the individual in making the images. In addition, I discuss
the evaluation of the product. I draw on painters from within the heart of modernism as
well as the contemporary painters Gerhard Richter and Sean Scully in order to illustrate
my position. The significance of this discussion is that it supports the move towards a
re-appraisal of formalism posited by Dziemidok (1993), Zangwill (2000) Wilkin (2001)
et al.

I have described how the images in the Echoes series were determined by the working
methods that I developed. Similarly, the circular format of these paintings is also a
direct result of the process of making them. I wanted to devise another way of creating
images that removed the hand from any direct expressive connection with the painted
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surface, yet still convey some expressive quality within each image. Consequently, I
secured a canvas covered board on a potter’s wheel and applied the paint whilst the
board was turning. The paint was poured on and distributed over the surface with a
brush, a sponge or a straight edge. A whole new vocabulary evolved based on the speed
the wheel turned, the method of applying the paint and the saturation and density of the
paint. Thus, the process determined the circular composition of the paintings, and future
boards were cut into circles in acknowledgment of that fact.

The most obvious initial connections and comparisons that may be made are with the
paintings produced by Kenneth Noland (b.1924) in the late 1950s and early 1960s (Fig.
28) and the recent circular paintings by the contemporary English artist Damien Hirst
(Fig. 29). However, Noland used concentric rings that have a crisp hard edge that
separates each one and are frequently placed in the centre of a square canvas. These
were obviously consciously constructed and deal with the relationship between the
image and the shape and size of the canvas. The formal structure that Noland used is
simple and repetitive; therefore colour and the relationship between each adjacent
colour is a primary feature3.

There is more affinity with Hirst’s paintings than with Noland’s because Hirst uses a
circular support and spins that around while applying the paint. The process is
spontaneous, and together with the element of chance this determines the type of image
that is constructed. The main point of difference between Hirsts’ and my paintings is in
the working method. Hirst pours the paint onto the surface that is spinning which means

3

It is interesting to note that Noland has revisited this style of painting in recent years. Fig. 28 is a recent example.
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that the paint is dispersed by centrifugal force; consequently, the composition is
frequently radial in nature. Furthermore, by pouring or splashing a variety of household
paints, the disconnection of the hand of the artist from the painting is absolute and is
linked to Pollock’s process. By comparison, my method removes the hand from any
direct expressive connection with the surface, but the manipulation of the pigment on
the surface is still influenced by the control of an implement in my hand and the
compositions tend to be circular.

Emerging Discourses 2001-2002
There are similarities in this series to the development of the Echoes series of paintings
in that each image emerges gradually layer upon layer. I work on about ten images at a
time because the actual physical involvement of applying the paint lasts only a short
time, from just a few seconds to a couple of minutes. Once a colour or series of colours
have been applied the painting then has to dry before the next colour is added. Once it is
dry it is placed in a vertical position to be assessed. As each image develops,
considerations of colour, placement, and saturation are explored. This process considers
only how all the elements are working together in terms of harmony, contrast, unity and
other principles of design within composition. In this way it relates to formalist
concerns such as those articulated by Rothko, Motherwell and Heron in Chapter Two,
and it is the interactions of the elements that constitute the dramas evolving in each
painting.

A wistful little star (Fig. 56) is indicative of a first action. Golden yellow pigment was
poured onto a white canvas base that was partly saturated with water and the colour was
spread using a sponge whilst the canvas turned. The different degrees of saturation
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and the different degrees of pressure applied to the sponge determine the different
intensities of colour. The crisp ragged edges demonstrate how the colour spread outwards
on the dry horizontal surface and contrasts with the soft gradations of colour within parts
of the central form. The decision to leave this image after this first engagement is rare;
however, I perceived that in some way the image was resolved and I was content to leave
it. Many of the images in this series start in a similar manner and the initial engagement
influences the next and subsequent engagements just as in the Echoes series.

The quality of the edge of each coloured shape is a vital consideration. It not only
effects the relationships between colours but it exposes the nature of the method of
production. The fluidity of A wistful little star is a quality that I seek to retain and is also
evident in The colour of my dreams (Fig. 57). The flowing circularity of the shapes
within this image has an uneven quality that is determined by the amount and
consistency of the pigment poured onto the canvas. There are some coloured shapes that
complete the circle because the pigment was distributed while the canvas turned and the
thin consistency of the pigment made it easy to spread. Other shapes notably the
magenta ones demonstrate the result of spreading the pigment from one or two
reservoirs poured onto the flat surface. The hard edge used in this action scraped the
pigment around allowing the green base to show through and produce a coarse textural
effect. The quality of this shape is influenced by the creamy consistency of the pigment
that was poured onto the dry surface and the result produced a textured shape that
tapered and had crisp edges.

If A wistful little star (Fig. 56) is illustrative of how easily some images are resolved
then The melody lingers on (Fig. 58) is indicative of the difficulties that some present.
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There are so many actions and engagements in the latter painting that the canvas support
is no longer an integral component of the final image. The many layers of paint have
completely obscured the canvas and its inherent qualities; consequently, this has
affected the quality of the edges of the shapes as well as the surface quality of the
painting. For example, the edges are more blended, softer and smoother, and when a
thin, watery pigment is used the textural qualities are determined by the quality of the
painted surface underneath.

Let me play among the stars (Fig. 59) and Lost in a wonderland (Fig. 49) are also
examples of images that were hard to resolve. The drastic action that was used in each
of these was to saturate the canvas with water then drip coloured pigments onto the
surface as the canvas turned slowly. This is obviously a totally different action to that of
spreading the pigment and is more detached. The element of chance is increased
because of the drying effects of the coloured pigments. This type of engagement is not a
preferred one because of the level of detachment, but sometimes the problems occurring
within a painting merit such drastic actions in order to provoke some dramatic change in
the composition.

In Quiet thoughts and quiet dreams (Fig. 50), the more fluid quality that I mentioned
earlier is contained within the centre. The harmonious greens and blues are dominated
by this circularity, which is confirmed and emphasised by the rings of red, green and
violet. This is a more tightly controlled image than The colour of my dreams (Fig. 57)
and is indicative of the direction that some images take. The more fluid qualities are
more preferable, but because I am dealing mainly with the formal elements within the
composition rather than any narrative or symbolic idea, the relationships and dramas
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between shapes and colours that unfold within each painting influence the outcomes. In
this case the fluidity of the forms became constrained by the ring of red and subsequent
engagements reinforced this. The final rings of red, green and violet are continuous and
tend to allow the viewer to take in the whole image rather than follow the forms around
and around. The main activity is concentrated in the central blue and green area and
because of the cool nature of these colours it seems to recede as well as have a circular
motion. However, the red ring then becomes a factor and re-affirms the foreground.
Tensions emerge between the warm advancing red and the cool receding green so that
the movement generated is both in and out as well as circular. The optical quality that is
characteristic of this painting and some of the other images such as Before the night has
flown (Fig. 52) is not planned at the outset, instead, it emerges within the process. Once
it is recognised, some knowledge of the effects of colour plays a role in enhancing the
optical effects.

Colour is an important element to consider, but the choice of colour is initially intuitive
rather than considered through a conscious decision to apply a particular colour theory.
Some of the results may fall within the category of analogous or monochromatic colour
schemes and therefore would be regarded as providing harmonious effects such as
Memories of a summer’s day (Fig. 54) and With moonlight in her eyes (Fig. 61). Others
such as Above the blue and windy sea (Fig. 62) Electric chords (Fig. 63) would be
considered to be a contrasting colour scheme contributing to a more stimulating,
confronting and arresting outcome. However the decision to enhance any particular
effect is determined in the evolution of each image through the process of reflection
rather than any conceived plan at the outset.
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Even though there was no planned colour scheme involved in the evolution of this
series, there was a conscious decision to retain the intensity of many of the colours.
However, the intensity of the colour is frequently reduced because the pigment is often
diluted, and the blurring of many of the edges of the shapes also effects the intensity of
the colour where they meet. An understanding of the effects of colour becomes part of
the reflection process and plays a role in deciding which colour to apply in the next
engagement. Heron, for example, recognised that “a colour is most intense when it is
delimited; and the sharper the boundaries or frontiers or linear edges which delimit it
are, the more intense the colour will be” (Heron 1974, p.163). Consequently, a
distinguishing feature of his paintings after 1965 was the clear delineation of shapes in
order to exploit this characteristic. By contrast, the edges of the shapes within my
paintings vary from crisp to blurry and display their consequent effects. I maintain that
the process must involve a degree of spontaneity and intuition, not least because colours
appear differently depending on their location to others colours, but also because
otherwise the results would be the consequence of a derived formula.

The paintings, Open your angels’s arms (Fig. 65), A little colour for my heart to own
(Fig. 66), As Free as a Bird (Fig. 67) and When I remember spring (Fig. 68) were the
last ones painted in this series. The decision to return to a square surface was a response
to the traps that I perceived to be occurring in the circular ones. Painting on a circular
base not only acknowledged the circularity of the form, but also influenced the
progression of the image. Ironically the square base freed up the application of the
pigments and more fluid and lyrical shapes emerged. The corners of the square liberated
the shapes from the domination of the circle, and they became more dynamic. This
group also reflect the conscious decision to reduce the intensity of the colours not
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only by adding water, but also by adding white if a more opaque effect was required.
Consequently, in Open your angel’s arms (Fig. 65) even though the three primary
colours have been used, the effect is more restful than vibrant.

Originality and repetition
The limitations of this process are clearly evident; for example, if I insist on applying
the paint while the canvas is turning then I am always going to get some form of
circular composition being created. This is not unlike the dilemma that Krauss (1981)
refers to when she describes the grid that some modernist artists were using as being
restrictive and like a prison. Storr (1999) also points to the dilemma that Pollock
experienced in his last years. He argues that Pollock painted himself into a dead end
with his drip paintings claiming that although he had invented a unique visual language
of his own, he had failed to understand how far it could take him (Storr 1999 p.65).
There is an echo of a similar fear with the circular paintings in that the compositional
structure that occurs because of the process could become repetitive. However, I assert
that this need not be a negative feature.

The painting process is necessarily repetitive and Richter has demonstrated with his
abstract paintings that there is merit in devaluing the preciousness of the original unique
work of art by engaging in a repetitive process. If Pollock’s fear was that he did not
want to be repetitive this was probably due to the value modernism attributed to
‘original’ works of art and the need to be progressively moving forward, but as
identified in Chapter Three, postmodern thinking has liberated the contemporary painter
from the burden of being ‘original’. Richter’s abstract paintings have made a significant
contribution to the rejection of originality as an important value in an art object, not
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only because he does not hide the method of production but because he does not glorify
the final object as unique. Richter paints his abstract paintings in vast numbers as if they
are part of some form of mass production; therefore, each painting becomes one of
many that are similar (Frankel 1999). Similarly, the methods I adopt in this series are
repetitive, but each image is different, and what becomes important is the engagement
with each painting rather than any unique quality they may or may not possess.

The engagement with each painting is not to repeat what has already been done, but to
re-engage again and again in a meaningful way to produce satisfactory outcomes. The
process may be repetitive but the engagement and consequent product is always
different and is illustrated in the art practices of Scully and Richter. Thus, to see the
production of paintings produced as a potter may make a range of bowls on the potter’s
wheel does not diminish the merit or value of each individual work. The value is in the
means of production, as Benjamin (1973) pointed out, and is determined by the type and
level of engagement by the artist.

The importance of spontaneity
The engagement within the process is the direct experience involved in the production
of the paintings. John Dewey’s (1859 – 1952) theory of art as experience builds on
Nietzche’s thought that the process and activity of the artist is significant in the
appreciation and understanding of art. Dewey was an American philosopher whose
writings cover a wide range of disciplines, in particular the philosophy and theory of
education. However, his book Art as Experience published in 1934 has made a
significant contribution to western aesthetics during the twentieth century in that he
argued that it is the experience of the work of art either as a viewer or a producer that
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is important. He posited a theory that asserted that emotion is an essential characteristic
to the act of expression within the production of a work of art (Dewey 1934). Pollock
would be one of many artists who would seem to epitomise this idea of art as
experience, claiming to want to express his feelings rather than illustrate them through a
representation or imitation of nature (Berube 1998). More recently Scully (1999) has
asserted that emotion is a vital component within his work but is expressed in a different
manner. The processes that I engage in depart from the direct purposeful expressive
manipulation of the paint via a brush that Scully adopts, and from the gestural,
expressive movements of Pollock’s drip paintings, but some of Dewey’s thoughts,
especially relating to spontaneity, are pertinent to the processes.

Spontaneity is an important element within my practice and occurs in the physical
application of the paint. Even though much time may have been given to the
contemplation and consideration of the range of possibilities available for the next
active engagement, I consider it crucial that the action itself be spontaneous in order to
enable the process to influence the outcome, rather than the dominant thought behind
the action. Dewey wrote that the spontaneous in art is a “complete absorption in subject
matter that is fresh” (Dewey 1934, p.70) but the question this raises is “how does one
reconcile the speed of emotion and the slowness of execution, the inner time and the
outer time?” (Compagnonn, 1994 p.69). Derrida (1991) offers some explanation,
describing how speech and thought are united as one and linked directly to
consciousness. He argues that speech is spontaneous unless one is reading, occurs at the
same time as thought, and is characterised by the term ‘presence’.

The spontaneity in my practice occurs within a controlled environment and embodies a
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disconnecting process. The mark that is made by the implement is as direct as the
speech that Derrida refers to, and although there may be some consideration prior to the
execution of the mark the actual mark making is linked directly to the immediate
consciousness. This is not the dramatic spontaneity of an action painter like Pollock, but
a restrained spontaneity that exists within a measured, controlled environment and
articulated by Motherwell (1983).

Heron also described how he worked spontaneously, focusing on the seen rather than
what is known, for example he wrote that:
if one focuses the whole of one’s consciousness on one aspect of a creative
problem, one’s natural instinct will thus be freed to resolve things on another
level and on its own terms. And I think this means, in relation to painting, that,
if the artist concentrates his mind upon his vision, his hand will take care of all
those complex matters of design of which the finished painting primarily
consists (Morley 1994, p. 15).
This illustrates the type of engagement that is embodied in Heron’s practice and it is
worth noting the similarity with Motherwell’s statements, which demonstrates the
affinity that many of the abstract painters shared, even though the outcomes of their
process may have been very different. The spontaneous approach adopted by Heron
continued even when in 1965 he began to draw the shapes first before painting them
with small brushes (Fig. 9). The process was still intuitive though and he stated that the
compositions were drawn within seconds (Heron 1974). He claimed that the hard edge
between each shape allowed him to explore the visual interaction of the colours more
clearly as well as testing the limits of these relationships in huge compositions. He
identified the relationship between the uncontemplated brushwork and the very
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controlled, explaining that the emotion that is present in the paintings may not be
observed immediately but after prolonged contemplation and an understanding that the
brushstrokes are not being thought about, nor consciously considered (Gayford 1998). A
vitality is exhibited in the brushwork that differs from the meaningful gesture of many
abstract painters. Heron asserted that the vitality is present not only because of the
pleasure experienced in the process, but also because of the need to cover a vast area in
one session before the paint has a chance to dry (Gayford 1998).

What is important to me in my paintings is the way they are made and how they are
made as well as the formal qualities of the work. It is the consciousness present within
the making that is important. Harold Rosenberg was an American writer who described
how the American abstract expressionists were treating the canvas as an arena where an
event took place rather than reproducing a conscious image, and the final image would
be the result of that encounter. He wrote that:
With traditional aesthetic references discarded as irrelevant, what gives the
canvas meaning is not psychological data but role, the way the artist organises
his emotional and intellectual energy as if he were in a living situation
(Rosenberg 1952 p.22).
The art practice that Rosenberg described was within the dominant discourse of
modernism and is reflected in the comments by Rothko, Motherwell and Heron.
However, it differed from the formalist views of Greenberg and signalled a movement
towards more postmodern theories where performance art practice became dominant
over those that produce an art object for private contemplation. The performance
exhibited within the making of my paintings is certainly not a dramatic one as
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Rosenberg alluded to, but nevertheless an engaged encounter does take place with the
canvas that has a significant influence on the resulting image.

The art making process is thus of vital consideration to me. The emphasis on the
methods of production comes out of a strong desire not to hide the way the painting is
made, the process should be evident in the result, and it should have a relationship to the
result that is still in the work. For example, the surface quality and mingling of colour in
Richter’s abstract paintings do not hide the method of their production neither does the
brushwork of Scully. The methods of image making that I have developed may not be
easily identifiable, especially in the Echoes series, but they are overt and have a direct
influence on the development of the images and the final outcome.

Making Connections
The Emerging Discourses series of paintings initially did not represent anything. They
were formed as a result of the process of making and engaging with the emerging image
and through a consideration of how all the formal elements are working together.
However, during the process of making these paintings it is impossible to dismiss the
implications of the forms and this in turn influences the decision making within the
process. For example, the circle as a symbol has different meanings in different cultures.
In Australian Aboriginal paintings for example, it could represent a waterhole, a
campsite or fire (McCulloch 1999). Joy Schaverien (1992) is an academic and art
therapist, and suggests that within the visual arts the circle may be seen as a symbol of
the self. Jung extends this metaphor when he writes that, “Consciousness, no matter
how extensive it may be, must always remain the smaller circle within the greater circle
of the unconscious” (Jung 1946 p. 177). Furthermore, he identifies the mandala as a
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special category of symbol that manifests in different forms to give evidence of a
collective unconscious and recognises the “circle as a mandala, the psychological
expression of the totality of the self” (Jung 1959 p. 304).

It could be argued that in this latter context the different outcomes achieved from
engaging with the production of these images reflect the multiple modes of the self that
is the product of daily experiences as Foucault (1980) posited and was documented in
Chapter Three. Each one represents a separate discourse that occurs within the process
of making the images and accounts for the overall similarity of the images as well as the
variety and differences within each one. The similarities are that they all conform to a
narrow range of compositional structures, yet within these are numerous variations and
differences that produce a separate and complete identity for each one. The narrow
range of compositional structures could represent my overall identity, and the different
outcomes represent the numerous modes of self that are constructed by different social
and cultural influences on a daily basis.

A growing awareness and understanding of this interpretation led to the construction
and assembling of smaller circles into groupings as illustrated in Fig. 69. If the larger
circles are to be viewed in a way that the viewer engages with each one, then each
painting reflects a limited range of the different modes of my self. By producing smaller
circles and grouping them together, a more comprehensive reading can be made. For
example, when viewing them within a group the viewer will be aware of the differences
between each one whilst also recognising similarities that link them to a whole. If a
traditional Jungian analysis to this observation was made where masculine and feminine
characteristics are allotted specific descriptors, then it could be argued that the more
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aggressive looking images reflect the masculine mode of my constructed identity and
the softer more harmonious images reflect the feminine mode. These represent the more
obvious extremes of the many modes that help construct my self which in turn are
represented in the many paintings presented.

It is also particularly interesting to consider the production of these circular paintings
within the context of Australian painting. It is hard not to acknowledge the influence of
Aboriginal dot paintings on the development of this series and it is interesting to
compare the similarities in their evolution. For example, dot painting evolved as a result
of a desire to hide the ‘sacred-secret images’ that were initially intended to be viewed
by a select few and were often made in sand as part of a ceremony and later destroyed.
The ‘dot’ style of painting has since become the defining characteristic and basis of the
work rather than a masking device as it was originally conceived (McCulloch 1999).
Although the Emerging Discourses series of paintings are not concealing anything, they
started as a consequence of the method of making them and later evolved into
compositions determined by their circularity. Eventually, because of the reduction in
size, they became an element within larger works. Essentially they became ‘big dots’
that contributed to a larger whole whilst at the same time retaining their own individual
differences. Consequently, each individual circle can be viewed in isolation and retain
its autonomy or be placed and viewed as part of a larger whole.

The circular format of the larger circles provides the viewer with an opportunity to
engage exclusively with the painting without any extraneous conceptual or visual
connections intruding on the experience. This provides another link with Aboriginal art.
The anthropologist W.E.H. Stanner (1963) described how, within ceremonial
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conventions the circle encourages an intimacy of face-to-face contact that minimises the
social and physical differences and unites the group around a centre. In this way it forms
a possible union directed towards a dominating object. Although Stanner was referring
to the grouping of individuals within a ceremony where each participant forms part of a
circle rather than an individual looking at a circle, I would argue that the mandala nature
of these paintings provide the dominant object on which to focus, and echoes the
grouping described by Stanner.

Evaluating the Product
When I am engaged in the process of producing the paintings my aim is to produce a
painting that works, one that is resolved in some way. How a painting works is the
challenge presented during every minute of its production and is influenced
predominantly by formal considerations. Defining what ‘works’ in a painting is also a
challenge in that it is determined by subjective values. In Chapter One I wrote about
Bell’s theory of ‘significant form’ and how he argued that this is the one quality
common to all works of art. His term is so loaded with historical meaning and prejudice
that it is impossible to use it now. It is also exclusive in that he stated that only those
people with ‘pure aesthetic emotions’ could see the true value within a work of art.
Similarly, Greenberg’s assertion that he could distinguish between those works that had
‘quality’ and those that didn’t is also arrogant and elitist. Consequently, it is the
identification and description of what it is that makes a painting successful that is
problematic when writing about or evaluating art. Formalist critics such as Greenberg
who assumed and sought one universal truth or universal quality demonstrate this
limitation, which is illustrated by the works he collected and was acquired by the
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Portland Art Museum in 2000. The American academic Sue Taylor (2001) points out
that the subsequent exhibition of this collection clearly demonstrates the narrowness of
Greenberg’s vision because of the dominance of Post-Painterly Abstraction and the lack
of many other styles such as Pop Art and Minimalism.

The absolutes posited by formalist writers and other writers on aesthetics have all been
disputed and offer no uncontestable measure of how a painting ‘works.’ Postmodern
thinking and art criticism has demonstrated that there are no universal measures of
quality; consequently, the ‘something’ that many practicing artists refer to in the
evaluation of a painting is hard to explain or describe. For example, it is difficult to
articulate in language what Richter described earlier as the incomprehensible nature of
good painting; however, in the next chapter I argue that retaining the integrity of the
method of production is a vital consideration in the evaluation of a painting and
contributes to an understanding of what this ‘something’ is.

The very nature of abstract painting is that it possesses a visual language that enables an
opportunity to apprehend that which is unknowable. Offering a psychological
perspective to understand this, the writer Graham Collier called it a form of inspiration,
which is the result of intuitive or unconscious mental processes. He suggested that by
transcending the ego the artist “uncovers deep layers of his own being which are also
central to our common humanism” (Collier 1972 p.58). Such arguments were typical of
modernist thinking and had their genesis in the writings of Mondrian (1937) and
Kandinsky (1947).

However, the poststructuralist’s focus on language as a means of understanding
phenomena does not offer much help in the evaluation of a painting either, because
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experiences that seem to take us beyond our ability to articulate or define those
experiences in language, are generally dismissed as fetishistic and mystical (Erickson
1995). The Australian art historian Bernard Smith argues that because paintings deal
with visual phenomena, priority should be given to visual consciousness when
evaluating a painting as a work of art, and notes that painters often say “after finishing a
painting, ‘I think it works.’ [rather than] ‘I think it means’”(Smith 2000 p.6).
Furthermore, A.S. Byatt points out when evaluating Heron’s paintings that it is the
“visual and intellectual delight of the colours and forms which are other than language,
and cannot be reduced to it, or involved in it” (Byatt 1998 p.13).

I have stated that it is the nature of abstract painting to be free of representational
qualities. It follows that the intrinsic nature of such art is that it provides the vehicle to
assist us in apprehending or understanding phenomena that is beyond our normal limits
of comprehension. Consequently, if a painting provides the vehicle for this connection
to be made then it could be considered to be working and in so doing affirms that the
practice that produced it is making a small but significant contribution to contemporary
life.

In considering if the painting I am contemplating and reflecting on is ‘working’ I am
consciously examining and evaluating the quality of shape, colour and textural
relationships, and this maintains the link to the formalist discourse. When regarding the
quality of a shape I am considering the edges, the mass and the texture of it. The edges
may be soft, crisp or rugged depending on the method of application, the state of the
canvas and the consistency of the paint. The mass and textural qualities are similarly
determined. Sometimes a form has a shape and/or texture that I like but deem that the
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colour is unsuitable. Sometimes the colour may be right but the shape and texture that
embodies the colour is wrong. It is not a matter of consciously deciding on a principle
of harmony, unity or contrast within the painting but intuitively exploring the options
available and then reflecting on the outcome of the action taken. Byatt articulates this
situation well when describing Heron’s paintings as having both authority and
coherence. “The authority is to do with the onlooker’s sense of rightness and
unexpectedness of the relation between the elements in the painting, the choice and
juxtaposition of colours, the relative sizes of the forms” (Byatt 1998 p.13). Coherence is
an appropriate word to illustrate that the main consideration is that all the elements
within the painting should interact together in ways that suit my particular aesthetic
preferences. It is thus not just a matter that a painting communicates a message well or
has a pleasing arrangement of shapes and colours it has to be coherent and command
authority.

The decision to terminate the physical engagement with the painting is a matter of
intuition and the result of a reflective process that recognises when a painting seems to
be ‘working’. The results of the process of reflection and evaluation are sometimes
harmonious at other times dynamic or disturbing. There is no formula for attaining a
resolution within each painting. Neither is there any guarantee that each painting will be
resolved. Each painting presents its own drama. Each one evolves and forms its own
discourse. It is also not a matter of a painting having beauty in order that it works as
Scully explains:
The question for me is whether or not something moves me and engages me. If
I am moved and engaged by something, I find it beautiful. For me the term
beautiful is not pejorative, it is always affirmative. If I say I find it very
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convincing, even though it is ugly, the fact it is done with such authenticity and
conviction and it is finally persuasive, it becomes beautiful. In other words, I
don't think beauty is simply a question of appearances (Scully 1999).
Beauty has to be a factor within my work but as Scully indicates beauty is contestable
and subjective. The key words here are ‘engaging’, ‘convincing’ and ‘conviction’.
Within the evolution of a painting there is always something else that can be added or
changed but if I can effect a compelling engagement that is coherent then I would
consider it resolved.

Conclusion
In this chapter I have described the working methods that I have developed in making
the images in the Emerging Discourses series, and explored the content inherent in the
images as well as issues pertinent to the evaluation of the works.

The main characteristic of the processes developed is one of disconnection and this is
significant because it extends the range of image making methods within abstract
painting. The disconnection is one that removes the expressive gesture or movement of
the hand in applying the paint, and thus removes any expressive mark making in the
traditional sense from the painting. However, it is not a complete disconnection because
I retain some control over the implement used to spread the pigment. This somewhat
anonymous approach is indicative of the arguments that Jameson (1984) postulated, but
what is evident is that the influence of the ‘individual’ in the making is unavoidable and
is significant in the evolution of the images. Furthermore, I assert that the expressive
nature of the paintings comes from the composition of the elements and the
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characteristics of colour, texture, form and line and are reflective of my own constructed
identity.

I have provided some interpretations of the work and the associations that are possible,
which acknowledges the limitations of the extreme formalist’s position, and recognises
that a painting cannot escape being a reflection of its cultural context. Ultimately though
each painting has to survive on its own in the world without any written documentation
explaining what it means other than its title. Erickson points out that “The truest artist
knows that while he or she is painting a “picture,” or constructing an object, the colours
and textures, shapes and lines have an integrity and being to themselves that surpass
simple signification” (Erickson 1995 p.133). The point he is making reiterates the
comments by Heron, Richter and Scully that one of the fundamentals of art is to express
that which is incomprehensible through language and it is this aspect that should not be
dismissed.

By addressing the issues of content within abstract painting I have highlighted one of
the dilemmas faced by all abstract painters who claim not to represent anything in their
paintings, and that is the meaning that may or may not be communicated. Richter claims
that his abstract paintings depict nothing and he articulates the position of the abstract
painter very well. He asserts that abstraction is best suited for addressing the
“unvisualizable, the incomprehensible” (Richter 1995 p.100) and emerged as a natural
consequence of the development of photography which freed painting from the need to
record and be descriptive, and representative. This provides painting with the
opportunity to provide an “analogy for something that by definition, transcends our
understanding, but which our understanding allows us to postulate” (Richter 1995 p.99).
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This gives him hope for the continuing aspirations of abstract painting and claims it has
a role in increasing our understanding of the world.
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Chapter 6
The integrity of the method of production
Introduction
In this chapter I address issues related to the individual and in particular how the
expressive mark of the artist is perceived to transmit certain qualities and values to a
painting. I argue that the integrity of the method of production is a vital characteristic in
the evaluation of abstract painting. I discuss how integrity is expressed and manifest
within the process of painting and establish how methods that utilise the expressive
brushstroke and gesture can be corrupted. Finally I describe how the integrity of the
process is retained within my own art practice.

When discussing the integrity of the process I am referring to the maintenance and
retention of the inherent quality of the shape, forms or marks being made by the method
of making. The Universal English Dictionary defines integrity as “1. Unimpaired
condition; state of being untouched, undiminished; wholeness, original completeness. 2.
Wholeness of mind; honesty, sincerity”; and these are the qualities I am addressing in
the working methods. Foucault (1980) and Jameson (1984) have demonstrated that the
individual is a complex construction of influences and it is improper if not impossible to
judge whether a person has integrity or not, without detailed knowledge of that person.
Consequently, it important to emphasise that I am not referring to the character of the
person making the works.

The art practice in which I have been engaged, and is manifest in the two bodies of
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work presented here is one where I seek to remove the expressive value from the
surface quality of the work in the form of an expressive mark. The reason for this is
because the expressive mark made by the artist is perceived to transmit certain qualities
and characteristics of the mark maker and I wanted to develop methods that are more
anonymous. Various theories of art such as those proposed by Dewey (1934) and
Tolstoy (1930) have determined that the mark made by the artist’s brush on the canvas
acts as a vehicle for the transmission of emotion or feeling. It follows that these
emotions and feelings have values that can be identified, and this chapter focuses on
integrity as a value within the process of making paintings and examines how it can be
embodied in the work.

With the development of postmodern thinking that emerged in the 1960s, the high
minded and self-important “mission” that modernism espoused was challenged, and
now a more pluralistic environment prevails which encourages a wide range of art
practices and accounts for different interpretations of art. Although Gablik (1991) offers
a more contemporary thinking about the role of art in the current environment and its
connection with world consciousness, when discussing the issues related to the process I
engage in, I refer often to the French philosopher Jacques Maritain (1882 – 1973).
Maritain was a devout Roman Catholic and very influential in theological thinking
during the first part of the twentieth century. He wrote two books on Art entitled Art
and Scholastics in 1943 and Creative Intuition in Art and Poetry in 1953, but he has not
been influential in art discourse at all. Very few other writers refer to him, probably
because of the religious bias that dominates his thinking, and his typical modernist
belief in the heroic artist struggling to produce great art guided by the spirit of God. He
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is certainly not a formalist, arguing that art that involves nothing but the formal
elements and is devoid of subject is a “sin of idealism” (Maritain 1943 p.100).

Maritain’s writing mainly refers to representational painters but I argue that the same
dilemmas apply to the creative process for all artists. In particular, I argue that the
essential challenge for me as an abstract painter is to produce works that convey a sense
of honesty and integrity through the method of production so that the work can be
convincing, engaging and coherent. Motherwell asserted that the “artist’s essential
function is to retain integrity at any cost in an essentially corrupt world which seduces
and destroys all of us” (Motherwell, cited in Arnason 1982, p. 11). Consequently, if the
religious influence in Maritain’s thinking is accommodated in the same way that the
‘New Age’ thinking of Gablik is, then he can offer a valuable contribution to the
argument articulated in this thesis. In addition I demonstrate how his thinking is echoed
in the thoughts of Howard Hodgkin (b.1932), Sean Scully and Gerhardt Richter. The
fact that Scully wishes to retain the expressiveness of the brushstroke provides an
interesting contrast to Richter’s process, but I demonstrate that there is some common
ground that link the two together with regards to the issues discussed here.

Hodgkin is an English artist with a long tradition in abstract painting. His paintings are
usually small in scale compared to many abstract painters and are about emotions rather
than ideas. He asserts that they are representational in a sense but not in the traditional
meaning of representational, they are “representational pictures of emotional situations”
(Holmes 1996, p. 68). The feelings are triggered by places, and memories of encounters
with other people such as meeting with English artist David Hockney (Fig 30).
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Despite the criticism by postmodern theorists and writers such as Krauss, McEvilley,
Gablik and Jameson et al, I argue that there are values within some works of art that are
beyond an easy conceptual analysis and that communicate something that is difficult to
articulate in a literary sense. Yve-Alain Bois for example, has argued that the dismissal
of the formal aspects of an artwork in evaluating works of art has left us “ignorant and
deskilled as to what to look for in any work of art” (Bois 1996, p.12). Consequently, this
chapter examines how the integrity of the process can influence our evaluation of an
artwork, in particular the abstract painting.

The expressive mark
One of the qualities that was valued within abstract painting, particularly within abstract
expressionism in the USA and Europe during the 1950s, was that of the brushstroke, the
gesture, the evidence of the mark making process. This became known as the signature
of the artist and was loaded with expressive and emotional meaning, but it is also a
characteristic that is easily corrupted as Motherwell indicated earlier. The expressive
gesture according to Greenberg developed into a set of mannerisms he labelled the
“Tenth Street touch”4 (Greenberg 1993 p.194). He was dismissive of the many artists
who adopted the styles of successful artists as if it were a prescription, and observed that
even though they might have been adopting the style of successful artists it did not
mean that they were producing paintings of great value. Hodgkin also recognises the
traps in developing a personal language, even one that is not an imitation of another
person’s but unique to that individual:

4

after East Tenth Street in New York
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An autograph mark is actually used mostly by rather bad artists, but when you
do virtuoso squiggles, all it means is, this is a painting by X. Certain marks
become habitual and begin to take the place of anything meaningful. So I want
them to be impersonal - dots, stripes, or lines. I want my pictures to be things. I
want them to be made up of marks that are physically and individually selfsufficient (Hodgkin, cited in Homes 1996, p. 65).
Furthermore, McEvilley describes how the neo-expressionist painters such as Julian
Schnabel emerged in the 1980s and echoed some of the values of modernism. However,
he argues that some of these painters were just going through the motions of
expressionistic practice and were “hopelessly corrupted by money and media”
(McEvilley 1993 p.109). He posits that market forces and the commodity value of
painting drove the resurgence of painting within postmodern art practice, and that some
artists were ‘complicit’ in producing expressionistic work that demonstrated an artificial
and forced return of the feelings of the ‘isolated hero’ that was the dominant stereotype
of modernism. The main point that McEvilley is making is that the abstract
expressionist painters operating within the age of modernity had attained their unique
form of expression as a result of their beliefs; consequently, their work retained the
integrity of the means of production. By contrast the artists in the 1980s represented by
Schnabel produced a simulated expression in their work because expressive paintings is
what the market demanded (Fig. 31). This illustrates the type of corruption that
Motherwell implied earlier and according to Maritain (1943) is to be avoided.

Disconnecting from the expressive mark
Many artists throughout the twentieth century have developed processes that have
provided a disconnection from the expressive mark and Mondrian wrote in 1937 that
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“The less obvious the artist’s hand the more objective will the work be” (Mondrian
1951 p.61). Artists such as Ad Reinhardt (1913 – 1967), Donald Judd (1928 – 1994) and
Carl Andre (b. 1935) rejected the painterliness of the abstract expressionists and sought
a more anonymous, mechanical production of their work in the 1960s which led to
minimalist art. On the other hand, in the previous chapter I described how artists like
Morris Louis and Helen Frankenthaler also sought ways to favour a relatively
anonymous execution through soaking or staining the canvas, or by pouring or blotting
the paint (Figs. 12 and 19). This followed Pollock’s disengagement with the hands-on
technique that was characteristic of most abstract painters within modernism. Louis
developed processes that removed the artist’s expressive mark in that he would fold or
pleat the canvas before flooding it repeatedly with watery pigments. Alternatively he
would manipulate the flow of colour as it travelled down the canvas by force of gravity.
Frankenthaler covered unprimed canvas with washes of colour exploring the way the
edges of each colour meet. Her main focus was on colour relationships and she asserted
some control over the flow of the paint and thus some influence of the accidental and
chance elements within the process. Such practices provide a disconnection with the
implement that transmits emotion, feeling or other characteristic traits of the artist.

Other artists such as Ad Reinhardt for example, sought to eradicate all brushstrokes
from his black paintings but it has been argued that brushwork is an “individual physical
habit that focuses expression, even if that movement seeks expressionlessness”
(Erickson 1995 p.103). Erickson argues that there is a state of consciousness that artists
such as Pollock and Rothko desire to be in as they work. It is not a purely unconscious
state, but “a level of awareness that is in the present as it is in the painting” (Erickson
1995 p. 104). This links back to Mondrian and Kandinsky who argued that the
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individual artist makes a connection with a universal essence through the process of
making the painting. The attitude of mind within this process can also be connected to
the artists working on religious themes in the Middle Ages. Earlier I described the
connections Greenberg (1939) made between those artists and formalist artists in the
twentieth century, because of their concentration on formal properties within the
execution of the work rather than the pre-determined subject matter. Maritain (1943)
also made a similar analogy and argued that such artists were unconscious of making art
and were primarily producing images purely for the honour of God as part of their craft
or trade. He described this as a time of innocence where the humility of these artists was
the prime reason that enabled the unconscious to manifest itself in the artwork.

Richter’s methods provides for a personal disengagement from the direct brushwork
that acts as the extension of the artist’s body that not only controls the application of
paint but also transmits the feelings or emotional moods from the artist to the painting.
The paint is smeared across the canvas with a straight edge and produces a detachment
that allows images to emerge that he is unable to plan (Fig. 15). He asserts that this
produces something that “is better and wiser than I am, and which is also more
universal” (Richter 1995 p.155). This suggests that the chance element within his
process becomes a vehicle for some other force to transmit a spiritual quality to the
work. Maritain would argue that it is the spirit or soul of the artist that is transmitted,
Richter just observes that a mood is created that can express a longing for “lost
qualities, for a better world – for the opposite of misery and hopelessness” (Richter
1995 p.156).

There is still a signature style to Richter’s abstract paintings that make them easily
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identifiable as his, indicating that it is the decision making that occurs within the
evolution of each work that is a manifestation of his subjectivity. Therefore, the
individuality of an artist may be evident not only in the technical facility the artist might
possess, but also in the organisation of the elements within the painting that reflects a
particular subjective aesthetic understanding. By contrast, the paintings by Scully
celebrate the brushstroke, which are often long and deliberate, following the length of
the form that is being coloured and the painting is turned around so that the paint is
applied in a vertical movement. He does not favour a detachment from the process of
painting and argues that the whole point of painting is that it has the potential to be
expressive of the human condition. Consequently he is saddened that some artists are
trying to de-express the brushstroke and claims that “It is the opposite of what I am
trying to do. I want my brushstrokes to be full of feeling; material feeling manifested in
form and color” (Scully 1999).

I described in the previous chapter how the Emerging Discourses series of paintings
(Figs. 49 - 69) offer a certain kind of freedom, the freedom from loading the work with
any kind of expressive mark within the direct brushwork. The idea behind these
paintings was to develop a method of applying the paint that did not possess any
emotive gesture in which to convey feeling. I devised a way of making the canvas
move, and in doing so this limited the involvement of the gesture of the hand or arm. By
fixing the support to a wheel I could turn the support and use the arm like a mechanical
armature that held a brush, sponge or hard edge to spread the paint. Although there is no
direct expressive quality in the movement of the implement used to spread the paint, I
have control over the type and size of implement, over its placement, and the amount of
pressure applied. All these are consciously and unconsciously considered and affect
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the outcome. Consequently, I am not disengaging from the process completely just from
that process which is recognised as transmitting the expressive nature of the artist and
thus the one most easily corrupted in the sense that Greenberg, Motherwell and
Hodgkins have mentioned.

The Echoes series of paintings offer a further detachment because, although the paint
may be applied directly or indirectly with a brush, the quality of the shape constructed
and the degree of consistency of the paint is devoid of much expression. Furthermore,
the placement of other materials such as canvas or bubble wrap over this saturated area
removes any evidence of any overt individual expressive and characteristic trace. The
digital prints from this series extend the detachment further because the manipulation of
the colour and the editing of the image are completed through the medium of digital
technology.

The integrity of the process
By documenting some of the characteristics of the expressive mark within abstract
painting, what are exposed are the negative aspects and corruptions that can occur. This
section argues that the integrity of the method of production is a vital characteristic in
the evaluation of abstract painting and I establish how the integrity of the working
methods that I have developed is retained within my art practice.

If it is accepted that emotions and feelings are transmitted by the artist to the canvas
then it is logical to argue that the act that is insincere will be communicated and be
manifest in the painting. For example, if I sought to contrive certain effects that were
not inherent to the means of production I would be engaged in deceitful and pretentious
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behaviour similar to that asserted by McEvilley (1993) when describing the neo
expressionist work of Schnabel. Furthermore, Gablik (1991) documents many artists
who engage in shamanic practices or other rituals prior to, or during an art practice or
performance, and although I admire such devotion and commitment to their art practice,
if I was to engage in similar rituals within the process of making my images without the
necessary conviction of belief that such artists possess, I would be acting in an insincere
manner. Maritain asserted that, “If you want to produce Christian work, be a Christian,
and try to make a work of beauty into which you have put your heart; do not adopt a
Christian pose” (Maritain 1943, p. 70). I interpret this as meaning that the artist has to
understand who s/he is and represent honestly who s/he is, through the working process,
rather than pretending to represent other values that might be foreign, or copy the
process and practice of others.

It is interesting to consider Richter’s work and thoughts here, particularly his figurative
paintings of photographs. He asserts that when copying a photograph he did not intend
to change anything within the photograph but recognised that he would inevitably
invent, alter and manipulate the image (Richter 1995). He used a projector within the
process of copying, which allowed him to distance himself from an ‘apprehension’ of
the subject being copied. The image thus becomes an organisation of shapes. Maritain
highlighted this further when he asserted that the French sculptor Auguste Rodin’s
(1840 – 1917) aim may have been to copy nature, but he “had to admit that he
emphasised, accentuated, and exaggerated in order to reproduce not only “the exterior”
but “the spirit” as well” (Maritain 1943 p.200). Richter is copying the photograph in the
same way as Rodin claimed to represent nature in his sculpture; consequently, his
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paintings point to the difference between copying and imitation.

With regards to representational painters, truth to the subject being represented does not
mean a servile imitation of the subject. What is required is not that the representation
shall conform exactly to a given reality but that through the formal elements that are
used in the process of making the image, some sense of truth is communicated. Maritain
argued that:
if the joy produced by a work of beauty proceeds from some truth, it does not
proceed from the truth of imitation as a reproduction of things, it proceeds
from the perfection with which the work expresses or manifests form, in the
metaphysical sense of the word, it proceeds from the truth of imitation as
manifestation of a form (Maritain 1943, p. 59).
This consequently becomes fundamental to the retention of integrity within the process
of making a work of art. I interpret it as saying that the artist needs to believe that s/he is
attempting to reproduce and interpret forms as honestly as possible. It is the personal
and unique connection that the artist makes through his/her interpretation of the
information in front of him/her that distinguishes artists from each other. Therefore, one
way for a representational or descriptive painting to possess integrity, the artist must
simply and honestly believe him/herself to be copying that which he/she is seeking to
represent.

Maritain posited that since the time of the Renaissance, art has been deceitful in another
way, one that has sought to create the illusion of nature rather than accept the fact that
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what is being produced is in fact a picture. He cited Maurice Denis who said:
I want you to paint your people so that they look as though they were painted,
subject to the laws of painting, and don’t let them deceive my eye or my mind:
the truth of art consists in the conformity of the work to its means and end
(Maritain 1943, p. 52).
Thus, valuing the painterly qualities inherent in painting became one of the defining
characteristics of modernism. This in turn led to the valuing of the signature style and
expressive mark of the artist, which was seen as a manifestation of an individual’s
unique perception and interpretation of the world.

It is the ‘distortions’ described by Richter and Rodin, produced by the painter, which
characterises the expressive, autographic, signature style of each artist. Importantly
though, I argue that these ‘distortions’ need to be spontaneous and a result of a personal
interpretation rather than the effect of deliberate calculation if the process is to retain
integrity. The following comments by Hodgkin help to illustrate this point. Because his
paintings evolve over a long time, sometimes years, they are constantly reworked so
that there are many layers of paint with glazes as well as thickly applied pigment
covering previous layers. He maintains that these surfaces are not contrived but a
consequence of the process, and of the deliberations and decisions made over the life of
the painting. He asserts that:
The little humps and bumps are irritating, but I discovered long ago that if you
start cutting them off and tidying up the drips, it interrupts the flow of what
you’re doing. You get in a race with the marks. You see, I think that marks are
naked, and if you make a hesitant mark, it’s always going to look hesitant
(Hodgkin, cited in Homes 1996, p. 66).
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Hodgkin thus highlights the point that the mark made by the painter is loaded with
characteristics and values that are transmitted to the painting. My argument is that
whatever characteristic or value is transmitted needs to be permitted and any attempt to
manipulate them otherwise would be to corrupt the process. Kandinsky, for example
said that “nothing was more damaging and sinful than to seek one’s form by force”
(Kandinsky 1914 p. 95), and Rodin emphatically stated that the “ugly in art is the fake,
whatever grins at you without cause, senseless affectations, pirouettes and capers, mere
travesties of beauty and grace, whatever tells a lie” (cited in Maritain 1943, p.52).
Therefore, it is not the integrity or the quality of the person that is important but the
process involved in the production of the images, and so it follows that even corrupt and
disreputable people can produce works may retain integrity.

I would argue that a certain amount of technical and personal skill may be desirable in
good painting, but acknowledge that it is not essential. The integrity of the process can
still be transmitted by inarticulate or inexperienced hands; for example, there is more
than mere charm in some Primitive, Folk or Naive art, there is often a sincerity that is
communicated to, and perceived by the viewer. In painting, an artist may develop a
particular style in the production of his/her art, but as Hodgkin has pointed out, if s/he
becomes seduced by that facility, the engagement of that facility may become the prime
focus of attention rather than the form under construction. Once this happens the
process becomes corrupted and thus lacks integrity. Consequently, Maritain wrote:
Do not separate your art from your faith. But leave distinct what is distinct. Do
not try to blend by force what life unites so well. If you were to make your
aesthetic an article of faith, you would spoil your faith. If you were to make
your devotion a rule of artistic operation, or turn the desire to edify into a
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method of your art, you would spoil your art (Maritain 1943, p. 70).
Richter (1995) is more dismissive believing that some artists are just too proficient to
paint good pictures arguing that they become seduced by their technical skills and this
hinders the capacity to produce ‘good’ paintings.

In order to retain integrity within the making of my artwork I endeavour to build a
partnership with the process rather than dominate the process with acquired skills and
knowledge. The knowledge I refer to relates to an understanding of the formal elements
and principles of design together with the development of a particular subjective
aesthetic appreciation. This knowledge is valuable in informing the process but is more
valuable when reflecting on, and evaluating the various stages of the process of each
painting. For example, when I am reflecting on the painting during its various stages I
am considering various options relating to colour, placement, degree of saturation,
method of application and so on. A decision is made and then action is executed. In the
process of reflection and decision making there is both a rational conscious operation
together with an unconscious intuitive mode. I argue that for the action to retain
integrity, spontaneity is an important factor within the process otherwise the action
would be one that is made based on formula. It is the simple, spontaneous, and unselfconscious approach that Motherwell and Heron have described. More recently, Richter
explains it thus, “Painting has nothing to do with thinking, because in painting thinking
is painting” (Richter 1995 p.13). Consequently, it is by encouraging a balance between
conscious rational thinking and intuitive knowledge, between controlling the application
of the paint and allowing the process to determine the outcome, that the integrity of the
process can be retained.
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The partnership referred to above is one that acknowledges that the different processes I
have developed have an element of chance within them. Accepting the outcomes of the
engagement of the process and the role that chance can play in this helps retains the
integrity of the process. Richter (1995) also describes how the chance element within
his abstract paintings sometimes offers a better option in modifying his work than a
consciously considered choice. In the Echoes series there is a different kind of chance
element occurring to that in the Emerging Discourses series. At times the consequences
can be frustrating because the outcome of an engagement may not enhance the image
and may even destroy some element within the image that I would prefer to retain.
Consequently, it is tempting to imitate the characteristics of a particular process in a
more controlling manner, for example with a brush or other implement in order to
resolve a particular area of the painting without risking the areas I seek to preserve.
However, this rarely happens because I know that whenever I do engage in such a
practice the result always looks contrived. Thus, in order to retain the integrity of the
process it is important to accept the consequences of the process rather than try to
manipulate it with some controlling technical facility as Hodgkin outlined earlier.

However, just because the process may retain its integrity does not mean that the
outcome of such activity will be successful or is to be valued by that criterion alone.
Sometimes the outcomes of the process are deemed not successful and thus another
engagement is required. Even though retaining the integrity of the process may be one
of the most important considerations, if the outcome of a particular process of
engagement does not produce a convincing, engaging and coherent outcome, then
another engagement will be made.
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Conclusion
In this chapter I have identified how the expressive mark made by the artist, that was
valued as a defining characteristic of painting, particularly within Abstract
Expressionism in the USA and Europe during the 1950s is easily corrupted. I have
described how some artists, in particular Richter, began to favour a more anonymous
application of the medium through various processes, and I have described the process
of disengaging from the expressive mark within my own art practice.

I have referred to the writings of Jaques Maritain (1943; 1953) in order to establish that
the retention of integrity is a vital quality in the evaluation of a painting; consequently, I
have argued that for the integrity of the process within painting to be retained:

•

the artist needs to understand who s/he is and engage in a practice that represents
honestly who s/he is without imitating others

•

the representational artist needs to sincerely believe that s/he is reproducing and
interpreting the perceived forms as honestly as possible

•

the distortions that occur within the process of making, and the expressive marks of
the artist need to be spontaneous rather than calculated

•

processes that enable chance to influence the outcome could be considered and
developed.

Finally, I have described how the integrity is retained within my own practice by
building a partnership, between rational actions and knowledge, spontaneity and the
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chance element inherent in the process.
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Conclusion
Summary
This thesis has documented and examined the working methods involved in the
production of two series of paintings executed between March 2000 and February 2003,
a sample of which were exhibited under the title Whispers in the Wind at the FCA
Gallery at UOW in March 2003.

Chapter One gave an overview of modernism and postmodernism in order to establish a
context for locating my art practice within contemporary art discourse.

Chapter Two charted the development of formalism as a theory within modernism from
Kant and Feidler through Fry and Bell to Greenberg. The influence of the formalist
discourse was illustrated by comments from Motherwell, Rothko and Heron.

Chapter Three documented the main criticisms of formalism that emerged in the 1960s:
in particular, the inherent content and meaning that was dismissed as irrelevant; the
concept of originality as a key value; and the focus on the individual as the essential
component within the making of a work of art.

Chapter Four described the working methods involved in making the Echoes series. The
main characteristic of the method is one of disconnection from the expressive mark that
was so valued within aspects of modernism, and issues surrounding the content within
the work was discussed.

Chapter Five described the working methods and process involved in making the
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Emerging Discourse series. The main characteristic is still one of a disconnection from
the expressive mark, but methods were adopted that maintained a more physical
connection to the image than in the Echoes series. Links were maintained with the
formalist discourse and the evaluation of the paintings considered the cohesiveness of
all the material elements.

Chapter Six addressed the issue of integrity within the process of making abstract
painting, in particular, I described how the expressive mark that conveys the feelings or
emotions of the artist can be corrupted, and instead of honesty and sincerity being
manifest in the mark it can become contrived and pretentious. I argued that the integrity
of the method of production is a vital characteristic in good abstract painting and
examined how the integrity of the process may be retained.

The role of abstract painting now and in the future
The consequence of the criticism of modernism, and in particular formalism, is that we
now have a more pluralistic environment that embraces new paradigms for art that
include the caring and compassionate one posited by Gablik (1991). However, Erickson
(1995) argues that these new paradigms are still operating from within art and
consequently, have not been successful in redirecting social consciousness.
Consequently, by revisiting and re-examining formalism as a theory within modernism,
the challenge this presents is to develop a new type of modernism rather than a
regressive neo-modernism; one that acknowledges that there is no single linear view of
history and that there are many histories, truths and values in the world.

One of the reasons that abstract painting was perceived to be dead towards the end of
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the 1960s was that its concern with shape, surface, and colour became too exclusive and
localised; however, Scully (1999) has argued that a painting by Malevich is inclusive
rather than exclusive because of its abstract qualities. He points out that a Russian
Orthodox icon painting excludes a whole range of people from different cultures and
religious beliefs. They may be included in terms of an appreciation of the formal
elements but they cannot engage in a comprehensive relationship with the work.
Consequently, the attempt that the formalist discourse made towards evaluating
artworks should not be automatically dismissed and the challenge now is to identify a
range of indicators or characteristics that can attribute value to a work and is inclusive.

As a consequence of the challenge to the autonomous individual and the autonomy of
the art object within modernism, there has been a greater emphasis and value attributed
to more collaborative art experiences and events that are often manifest in non-object
based art practices. However, the artist as individual, producing unique and personal
reflections of the world is still valued within contemporary art practice and discourse
and is demonstrated by numerous practicing artists around the world who are supported
in varying degrees depending on their identity by art institutions and galleries. It is not
the artwork alone that is collected and curated, but artworks by particular people who
are seen as important and unique individuals.

Abstract painting has been marginalised for much of the past 30 years and it is unlikely
it will ever again occupy the ‘centre’ within contemporary discourse. The art object, in
particular the abstract painting that was the product of a belief in universal
transcendental value judgements is unlikely to be, and should never be, the dominant
arbiter of value. One of the benefits of postmodern thinking has been to recognise that
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each person is his/her own centre, capable of producing valuable work regardless of
style or cultural affiliations. Richter is an artist who has engaged in a variety of image
making practices that has gained him support within postmodern critical appraisal and
has demonstrated that the practice of abstract painting can still be valuable and
meaningful today. Scully is a more conservative painter by comparison, but his
prolonged exploration of the vertical and horizontal stripe confirms that abstract
painting still has an important role within contemporary art practice

One of the liberating aspects of working and living within a postmodern culture is that
artists can now practice in any way they wish, with any material they choose and for
any or no purpose. The virtual world offered by computer technology is becoming so
powerful and accessible it offers tremendous opportunities to engage in new and
exciting forms of art that are very seductive as testified by the digital works that I have
produced. However, I maintain that there will always be a place for the object produced
by an individual that is static in time and place, and that the making of these objects will
be seen as just as powerful in their own way. Scully describes contemporary art practice
as generally cynical and capitalist in nature but asserts that he is interested in making a
positive contribution to painting as a vital form of art practice and sees much hope for
the future of painting. He cannot think of a time when human beings will be able to
“discard their desire and need for something that is sublime, something that transports
them, takes them out of time, takes them out of the banality of the everyday world”
(Scully 1999). Consequently, this thesis argues that abstract painting is still a valid and
important contributor to contemporary art practice because it provides an opportunity to
engage with an object that has been made by an individual, and through this, something
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that is different to that gained from other forms of art is experienced.

Both Richter (1995) and Scully (1999) have remarked on the cynical nature of much
contemporary art but remain positive about the future for painting and in particular
abstract painting. Indeed, in April 2002 the Annandale Galleries in Sydney hosted a
show of recent paintings by Jules Olitski (Fig. 32). This was a vibrant and inspiring
show, which re-affirmed to me that abstract painting that displayed the history of its
own making without any overt reference to any conceptual content can indeed be
extremely satisfying. Reviewing the exhibition in the Sydney Morning Herald, Victoria
Hynes describes the paintings as “pure sensual pleasure” (Hynes 2002). Many of the
titles had biblical references suggesting possible interpretations, but I responded mainly
to the physicality of the works, which were rich in colour and employed thick impasto
sometimes with sand added to trowel the paint onto the canvas like cement. They
reinforced for me the comments made by Heron who said that he couldn’t understand
why the physical setting in which we exist on this planet is not enough for some people
adding that the “Mere visual reality is so fantastically interesting. And that is the realm
of painting. Because that is what painting, which deals with the visual, is about” (Heron,
cited in Gayford 1998 p. 28). I engaged with the paintings by Olitski without fully
‘comprehending’ what they may have been about, but some connections were made that
are beyond an easy analysis in language, and I perceived that the integrity of the process
was retained.

One of the main challenges for abstract painting now and in the future is to retain some
of the attributes that are inherent to painting. It is important to recall the points that
formalist theorists made, asserting that a painting is essentially a collection of coloured
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pigments arranged on a plane surface. It is easy to be seduced by new media and
technologies, and new forms of non-object based art, but if abstract painting is to remain
important in contemporary art discourse it needs to assert and promote those
characteristics that are unique to painting. It is pointless trying to imitate other mediums
or to try to accomplish what would be more suited to other forms of art practice.
Consequently, the working methods I have developed in my art practice extend the
range of image making methods within abstract painting and make a contribution to
contemporary art discourse. The working methods celebrate the medium of paint,
demonstrate alternative modes of applying paint and retain the integrity of the process.
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